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What can I do, Muslims? I do not know myself.
I am neither Christian nor Jew, neither Magian nor Muslim,
I am not from east or west, not from land or sea,
not from the shafts of nature nor from the spheres of the firmament,
not of the earth, not of water, not of air, not of fire.

I am not from the highest heaven, not from this world,
not from existence, not from being.
I am not from India, not from China, not from Bulgar, not from Saqsin,
not from the realm of the two Iraqs, not from the land of Khorasan.
I am not from the world, not from beyond,
not from heaven and not from hell.

I am not from Adam, not from Eve, not from paradise and not from Rizwan.
My place is placeless, my trace is traceless,
no body, no soul, I am from the soul of souls.
I have chased out duality, lived the two worlds as one.
One I seek, one I know, one I see, one I call.
He is the first, he is the last, he is the outer, he is the inner.
Beyond "He" and "He is" I know no other.

I am drunk from the cup of love, the two worlds have escaped me.
I have no concern but carouse and rapture.
If one day in my life I spend a moment without you
from that hour and that time I would repent my life.
If one day I am given a moment in solitude with you
I will trample the two worlds underfoot and dance forever.
O Shams of Tabriz, I am so tipsy here in this world,
I have no tale to tell but tipsiness and rapture

· Jalaleddin Molana Rumi
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نه تـرسا و یهودیـم نه گبرم نه مسلمانم
نه شـرقیم نه غـربیم نه بـریم نه بـحریم
نه ارکـان طبـیعیم نه از افـلاک گـردانم
نه از خاکم نه از بادم نه از آبم نه از آتش
نه از عرشم نه از فرشم نه از کونم نه از کانم
نه ازهندم نه از چینم نه از بلغار و سقسینم
نه از مـلک عراقـینم نه از خـاک خراسانم
نه از دنیا نه از عقبی نه از جنت نه از دوزخ
نه از آدم نه از حوا نه از فـردوس رضـوانم
مـکانم لامـکان بـاشد نشانم بی نشـان باشد
نه تن باشد نه جان باشد که من از جان جانانم
دوئی از خود برون کردم یکی دیدم دو عالم را
یـکی جویم یکی کویم یکی دانم یکی خوانم
هو الاول هو الآخـر هو الظاهـر هو البـاطن
بـغیر از هو و یـا من هو دگر چیزی نمی دانم
زجان عشق سرمستم دو عالم رفت از دستم
بـجـز رندی و قـلاشی نبـاشد هیـچ سامانم
اگر در عمر خود روزی دمی بی او بر آوردم
از آن وقت و از آن ساعت زعمر خود پشیمانم
اگر دستم دهد روزی دمی با دوست در خلوت
دو عالـم زیـر پـا آرم دگـر دستـی بـرافشانم
عجب یاران چه مرغم من که اندر بیضه پرانم
درون
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This thesis investigates sentiments and negotiations of spatial and political belonging among second generation “Iranian” women in Sweden. The analysis draws on feminist and race critical understandings of belonging and is inspired by intersectional theory. The analysis is separated into two categories: place belonging and the politics of belonging. The first explores an agentic emotional relationship to place, while the latter analyses how such a process is disrupted by discursive and politicized ideas of belonging. The latter often causes belonging to be negotiated, whereby many are sent into quests exploring what their “true” belonging is. 

The analysis proceeds on the assumption that belonging is a different experience for racialized Swedes in comparison to white Swedes. The primary purpose is therefore to investigate how women of “Iranian” heritage in Sweden negotiate their belonging, and what factors influence this process. This includes an exploration of some intersectional positionalities, such as sexuality, gender, racialization, ableism, class, religiosity and double minoritization and how these influence belonging and non-belonging politically and spatially. 

 Semi-structured interviews with the use of photos were employed during a year of fieldwork in Stockholm. Interviews were conducted digitally as well as face-to-face and were therefore not limited to Stockholm. I interviewed 24 women of “Iranian” heritage, among many were ethnic minorities, queer, religious and non-religious, neurodivergent or working-class. This allowed me to analyze how different intersectional positionalities can result in different ways of belonging socio-spatially.  

This study found that belonging is often spatially re-worked and re-scaled within this group on the basis of various positionalities, such as race, ethnicity, class, gender, ableism, religiosity and sexuality. This is a result of seeking a spatial label that the women feel comfortable claiming belonging to. This shows that there is a socio-political element to place belonging, in which must be negotiated with others. This is demonstrated to be a difficult process, as membership to “Sweden” is ethnicized and guarded based on a variety of factors, which racialized Swedes are often denied belonging to in a multitude of ways.  

Table of Contents
Acknowledgements	iv
Abstract	5
1.	Introduction	8
1.2 Aim of the study and research questions	10
1.3 Clarification of concepts	11
2.	Background – Declaring the past to understand the present	15
2.1 Linking the present to the past – An overview of Iran’s modern history	16
2.2 “Iranians” in Sweden	25
2.3 Minorities in Iran: Kurds, Afghans, Azeris and Baluchis in the plateau	26
2.3.1 Kurds	27
2.3.2 Afghans	29
2.3.3 Azeris	30
2.4 “Iranians” and religiosity	31
2.5 Concluding comments	32
Figure 1:	34
3. Belonging politically and spatially: A conceptual framework	36
3.1 Belonging	37
3.2 Politics of belonging	43
3.2.1 Colorblindness in “a place without race”	45
3.2.2 Are Iranians white?	50
3.2.3 Intersectionality and double minoritization	53
3.3 Belonging to place	57
3.4 Conclusion	64
4. Researching belonging: A methodological overview	67
4.1 Introducing the participants	67
Table 1:	68
4.2 Belonging as knowledge	69
4.3 Research questions and data collection methods	69
4.4 Attempts of “moving out of the text” and pandemic drawbacks	71
4.5 Turning experience into knowledge	72
Table 2:	74
4.6 Selection of participants	76
4.7 Positionality and bias: a discussion and critical reflection on the in-group and out-group binary	77
4.8 Conclusion	80
5. Politics of belonging and membership to an imagined Sweden	83
5.1 Non-belonging because of difference	84
5.2 Body hair and gendered racism	86
5.3 Boundary-making processes and membership to an imagined Sweden	89
5.4 Religiosity in a secular society: Exploring the anxieties of being visibly Muslim and Swedish	100
5.5 Conclusion	105
6. Place Belonging	108
6.1 Localization and re-scaling of belonging	110
6.1.1 Racialized geographies of scalar belonging	110
6.1.2 Re-appropriation and hood belonging – to find unity in mizeria	112
6.1.3 Confined belonging	120
6.2 Agency in belonging	130
6.3 Embodied belonging	134
6.3.1 Sensing emplacement	135
6.4 “Country of origin” belonging	137
6.4.1 “Home” elsewhere and minority mobility	138
6.4.2 Exile and place-based imaginaries	145
6.5 Cosmopolitan belonging; mobile middle class or rejection of the Other?	152
6.5.1 Global cosmopolitan belonging	154
6.6 Conclusion	158
Figure 2.	161
7. Summary of contributions	163
7.1 Revisiting the research questions	166
7.2 Theoretical contributions	169
Appendix 1: Consent form	202
Appendix 2: Ethics approval form	203
Appendix 3: Information sheet	204


























1. [bookmark: _Toc114169603][bookmark: _Toc114169711][bookmark: _Toc114169729][bookmark: _Toc114169854][bookmark: _Toc130211527]Introduction
I opened this thesis with one of my favorite poems by the mystical poet Molana, who just like many women in this study, describes his place as placeless. In the poem, he explores many ways of describing himself, whether through place, religion, country, direction, or element. These expressions are still relevant today, 800 years after Molana initially explored them. However, unlike Molana, the women in this study are not liberated by the lack of fixity. Rather, they find themselves constantly negotiating what their true belonging is, whether materially, spiritually, spatially or socially. In this thesis, we will shed light on many stories of belonging that investigate its meaning. This will mainly be analyzed in relation to place, and in exploration of what meanings places have for what people, and what people are allowed to belong to which places. 
There are boundaries to who can and cannot belong to certain spaces, which is why belonging is political. There are gatekeepers who regulate who is and is not allowed to belong. There are therefore limits to belonging depending on a variety of factors including, but not limited to, gender, religion, social class, ethnicity, racialization and more. Therefore, in addition to understanding how racialized minorities in Sweden facilitate belonging to place, I am also interested in investigating the political forces that influence individual’s attachments to places, and what discourses can disrupt the aforementioned connections and claims to places. Many racialized people in Sweden are often reminded of their difference and are told in a multitude of ways that they belong elsewhere, implying that they are not Swedish. There are therefore several boundaries to Swedishness that racialized Swedes must navigate, in which they find themselves negotiating what their “true” belonging is based on essentialized notions of certain bodies being ascribed to certain places. 
If we are placeless, what are the political and spatial implications of non-belonging? What has caused placelessness? Being denied belonging is often rooted in differences that find spatial consequences. Researchers of belonging have found that a multitude of intersecting factors influence how we relate to spaces, including gender (Fenster, 2005), religion (Nielson, 2020), racialization (Hickcox, 2018), social class (Lager et al., 2013), sexuality (Dasgupta & Dasgupta, 2018) and ableism (Morrison et al., 2020) 
In this thesis, 24 women of ”Iranian” descent use their life stories to challenge ideas of belonging and tell us how it can be dynamic, performative, multi-sited and multi-layered. These women occupy multiple positionalities that might inform their senses of belonging and non-belonging in different ways. Many are ethnic minorities, Kurds, Azeris, Baluchis, others are religious, working-class, or neurodivergent. What they all share is that they are racialized minorities in a country that claims itself to not recognize difference. As I expand on in subsection 3.2.1, Sweden has a long cultural history of sameness, in which differences are not acknowledged, whether ethnic, financial or political (Habel, 2008; Miller 2016). This causes racism to be expressed in a multitude of other ways rather than in reference to phenotypical features. I therefore explore the causal relations between multiple intersectional factors, such as religiosity, gender, social class, race and ethnicity to explore how these influence belonging politically and spatially. This will subsequently shed light on how something as intimate and emotive as belonging becomes politicized for minorities. 
The final touches of this thesis are being written as Sweden is going to elections in September 2022, where it is predicted that the xenophobic political party, the Sweden Democrats, will be the second largest party (Svensson, 2022). SD’s campaign includes encouragement for people to “go back home”. At the same time, racialized Swedes of “immigrant” heritage often find themselves between the juxtaposition of “go back” (implying that their home is elsewhere) and “why do you not feel belonging” (and therefore emotional loyalty to the country that “hosted” them). This is only one way the women in this study experience politicized belonging. Even before SD became an influential political party, these women had their belonging questioned in a multitude of different ways. One aspect of this study is to explore their self-identified causal factors of belonging or non-belonging. 
[bookmark: _Toc114169730][bookmark: _Toc114169855][bookmark: _Toc130211528]1.2 Aim of the study and research questions

The aim of this study is to investigate processes of belonging politically and spatially, through the lens of personal, individual experiences of “Iranian” women in Sweden. The main research questions can therefore be formulated as such: 

1. How do “Iranian” women in Sweden negotiate their belonging, and what factors influence this process? 

Primarily, I am interested in exploring how the women in this study narrate their belonging and to scrutinize what processes, encounters, thoughts, words, or other influential factors have led to them question their belonging. What markers of difference and boundary-making practices stand out to them, and why has this caused them to question their belonging?

2. What are some spatial consequences of being denied belonging?

It is hypothesized that racialized women in Sweden are denied belonging to a national Swedish identity (Miller, 2016; Mattsson & Pettersson, 2007). If racialized women cannot claim the nation as their own, how do they rework their belonging spatially? Do they claim belonging to their countries of origin, do they reject the denial of a Swedish identity and claim it anyways? There are many possible spatial outcomes to being denied national belonging, but here I am interested in how participants express belonging to place. 

3. What are some self-identified causal links between racialization, gender, ableism, sexuality, religiosity, double-minoritization and non-belonging?  

Here I focus more on how intersecting factors can cause negotiations of belonging in addition to racialization. For example, is belonging expressed differently for queer participants to that of neurodivergent ones? Is belonging expressed differently if you are queer as well as neurodivergent? How is belonging expressed socio-spatially if one is visibly religious in a secular society like Sweden? These are the conundrums that RQ3 will explore.  

[bookmark: _Toc114169712][bookmark: _Toc114169731][bookmark: _Toc114169856][bookmark: _Toc130211529]1.3 Clarification of concepts

When referring to all women in this group, I put “Iranian” in quotation marks because many adhere to minority groups who do not identify with Iran as an occupying country. I discuss this in detail in subsection 2.4.1. Where Iranian is written without quotation marks, I am either discussing the country generally or referring to people who identify with Iran as a nation-state. 

I am reluctant to use the term “diaspora”, mainly because it has become a niche term that is used without regard for its origins (Faist, 2010, p. 9; Cohen, 1997, p. 7). Diaspora previously referred to Jews who were exiled from their homeland and could not return. It has come to be defined as “communities settled outside their natal (or imagined natal) territories (Cohen, 1997, p. ix)”.  This is applicable to some Iranians who live in exile as well, but many have circular relationships with Iran and visit often. These people have a different opportunity to facilitate emotional attachments to place than people living in exile. Additionally, Iranians are plagued by the stereotypical portrayal as a homogeneously Persian and Muslim nation (Kelley, 1993; Bozorgmehr et al., 1993). As such, in efforts to research diasporas in historical contexts, they are often essentialized and inaccurately labelled (Kelly, 2013, p. 54). Rather many are, for example, Jews that adhere to the Jewish diaspora, or Armenians, that feel a stronger sense of belonging to the Armenian diaspora. As such, Iranians are not ethno-nationally homogenous to be labelled a diaspora as loyalties might be scattered. Many researchers have suggested alternate terms, such as “victim diaspora” (Cohen, 1997), “mobilized diaspora” (Armstrong, 1976), “abject diaspora” (Nyers, 2010). I use the term heuristically, devoid of its historical meanings, to denote a community of Iranians who permanently live abroad, whether they have the ability to travel to Iran or not. By diaspora, I signify a broader group, whereas I often use “community” to denote a more localized group, such as Iranians in Stockholm. 

Two terms that go hand-in-hand and need clarification are “second-generation” and “immigrant”. I use second-generation, devoid of the term immigrant, to refer to people in this study who have migratory histories but have not necessarily experienced migration themselves. Their experiences navigating Swedish society is therefore different to those without migratory histories, culturally, linguistically, socially and in other ways as well. In Sweden, “immigrant” is a term that is often used in a derogatory sense. When I use it here, it is often to denote the derogation in the term, or when a participant has used it themselves. I never conflate it with racialized Swedes, rather, I use it to highlight how racialized Swedes might be perceived. I use this term for lack of a better one to denote racialized Swedes who have parents with extra-European heritages. 

A term I dislike that is often in quotation marks is “integration”. I refute it because it operates on the assumption that migrants must change to fit into the majority of society. I therefore use it in quotation marks when discussing how different migrant communities in Sweden are perceived, because desirability is often measured by degree of “integration” in the politics of belonging (Ehrkamp, 2006; Nagel and Staeheli, 2008; Yuval-Davis, 2011). “Blatte” (singular) or “blattar” (plural) is a commonly reoccurring term by which these women refer to themselves. It is a racial slur towards mainly Middle Easterners, but has increasingly come to be directed towards any racialized Swede. It derives from the latin word for cockroach, which was historically used towards Turks, but has since been reappropriated for racialized communities in Sweden.

1.4 Outline and content of the thesis

This chapter has introduced the thesis, its aims and research questions. In this section, I will introduce the chapters that will follow this. 

In chapter 2, I begin by providing a contextual background for the content that will follow in the thesis. I provide a recent historical background of Iranian politics that has caused emigration that has shaped the outcome of Iranian communities abroad. I also provide a brief history of Sweden’s history with immigration that has shaped current migrant communities. 

Chapter 3 contains the literature review that provides a background and justification for asking the questions the thesis aims to answer and develop the theoretical points of departure. Here I tell the reader why I separate belonging to place and belonging as politics, and why belonging is fruitful to study as a concept generally. I also argue for the case of Sweden specifically for race critical inquiry and argue that it highlights an interesting case because of its history with racist biology and its culture of color blindness. 

In chapter 4 I introduce the participants and discuss the methodological choices that underline the thesis. I argue that qualitative interviews, although a common tool, are useful in moving towards answering the research questions in this particular study. I also discuss some drawbacks due to the pandemic as well as my personal bias and positionality. 

Chapter 5 is the first empirical chapter that analyzes the politics of belonging and mainly aims to answer RQ1 and RQ3. The main argument developed here is that the women in this study experience boundaries drawn between them and an imagined Swedish national collective that is influential in their spatial and political belonging. This often occurs in racialization, especially through dark hair and body hair. For the visibly Muslim women, it mostly occurs through Islamophobia. By being marked as different and being refused belonging, they rework their spatial belonging in a multitude of ways that are explored in chapter 6. Another result of this is that many are sent into explorations of what their “true” belonging is. This is increasingly politicized for double minorities whose spatial and political identities are invalidated.  

Following this, chapter 6 is the second empirical chapter that reviews belonging to place and therefore aims to answer RQ2. The overarching argument that chapters 6 aims to make is that how we relate to place and how we belong to it varies based on class, gender, racialization, religiosity, ethnicity and sexuality. The women in this study, based on their varying positionalities, relate to place in a multitude of different ways that are explored in this chapter. They are often reluctant to express belonging to macro-geographies such as “Sweden” or “Europe”. Rather, belonging is often expressed to municipalities, areas or streets that are racialized, or to confined spaces with imagined safety, such as the home or a room. 

Chapter 6 summarizes the main findings and contributions of the thesis, and subsequently revisits the research questions to conclude the thesis. 





























































2. [bookmark: _Toc130211530]Background – Declaring the past to understand the present

This chapter has the purpose of overviewing the main contexts in which this thesis takes place. I will begin by briefly depicting Iran’s recent history in order to provide a better understanding for the socio-political conditions that produced the “Iranian” community in Sweden. By understanding the recent past, my aim is for the reader to better comprehend why “Iranians” cannot always have a circular relationship with their countries of origin[footnoteRef:1] as many other diasporic groups do with their localities of origin, which subsequently influences their belonging to place. I will also provide an insight to Iran and its formation, to provide an understanding of its ethnic plurality and therefore also strained relations in communities abroad. Following this, I turn to discussing Sweden’s past, with paying particular attention to race relations historically and their subsequent tensions that remain in place to this day. I will finally briefly address Sweden’s history with migration and the political consequences that have followed and continue to affect those with migratory histories.  [1:  Pluralized to include locations under occupation as well] 


[bookmark: _Toc130211531]2.1 Linking the present to the past – An overview of Iran’s modern history

Life stories are embedded in broader historical developments, the negotiations of belonging of the participants in this study is affected by the history of Iran, dating back to the days of the monarchy to the present theocracy. This section will provide a background that is important for understanding the experiences of the group that are at the center of this study. It will contextualize the lives of Swedish women of Iranian descent. The sole focus will therefore be the events that led to the revolution and subsequently how it led to mass emigration from Iran.

One cannot attempt to understand modern Iranian political relations without devoting attention to colonialism and Western influences in the country. Many of the events that led to the revolution and the political movements that emerged were a direct result of Iran’s relationship with the West, mainly Britain and the USA. Iran was never colonialized in the official sense; however, Ansari (1992) argues that Iran had a “semi-colonial” status because of the widespread control over resources and access to territory that the West (Britain in particular) had. 
In the early days of the Iranian revolution, ideological conversations of nationalism, socialism and religion circled among intellectual circles (Kelly, 2013, p. 113). This, Moallem (2005) argues, was due to the country experiencing an identity crisis. To understand the changing dynamics, we need to gaze back to the beginning of the Pahlavi dynasty. In 1925, Reza Shah established a “modernizing” nation-state, replacing the Qajar dynasty. The term “modernizing” is used by Moallem (2005) in a book about Islamic fundamentalism in Iran. However, what Reza Shah’s ruling entailed was a ruling system based on Western ideas and practices, with emphasis on secularity and anti-traditionalism. This included diminishing the role of Islam in public society, by banning the use of headscarves for women and reserving religious clothing for the clergy. This caused a shift in the conceptualization of gender roles, with some families adhering to conservative gender roles and others welcoming the change encouraged by Reza Shah by attending mixed gender universities and adopting Western dress. This resulted in a social divide of the middle classes, with some favoring Reza Shah’s change and others opposing it.
Reza Shah’s mission was not only to secularize the country, but to build a Western style centralized state across Persian territory (Kelly, 2013, p. 111). During his rule, he increased the military tenfold and the bureaucracy seventeenfold (Abrahamian, 2008, p. 66). The vision he had was to emulate Western societies, in which he established a standing army, modern judiciary, education system and university, a system of public healthcare, as well a railroad and improved communication networks (Amanat, 1993). He ordered the construction of Iran’s first university which was based on a Western, secular model of education that enrolled both male and female students (Shavarini, 2005). He also sent students abroad for professional and educational knowledge in order to fill labor shortage gaps and to gain experience that was considered valuable to the country’s development. For many individuals, this industrial development and growing public sector meant new opportunities for social mobility (Moaddel, 1991).
Reza Shah’s revolutionary policies left no area of society untouched or unchanged. Western ideals and material cultures were promoted by media, educational systems and through government rhetoric (Kelly, 2013, p. 113). Iranians were consuming Western music, fashion and cars. This did not occur completely uncriticized. Ansari (1992, p. 18) highlights a certain paradoxical duality to this period; Iranians consumed Western commodities and ideas, but openly and silently resented the West simultaneously. He writes:

“What is perhaps striking is that the Iranians’ contact with the West since the early eighteenth century has had a paradoxical dual character: on the one hand, a high degree of assimilation of Western ideas and values; on the other hand, an ongoing resentment both open and silent (symbolic reaction), toward the West.” (Ansari, 1992, p. 18)

Under the authoritarian rule of Reza Shah Pahlavi, the second to last monarch of Iran, the country underwent significant societal changes towards a more secular and British-influenced form of government. Reza Shah often looked to the West to find inspiration in attempts of building a “modern” Iranian sovereign country (Mackey, 1998, p. 172). 

Many of the students that were active in the battle against the Shah were, as Kelly (2013, p. 112) points out, products and beneficiaries of the Westernization of Iran. Regardless, the educated elite were dissatisfied with the rule of the Shah. Internationally, the Shah’s close ties to the West made him unpopular. The conceding of Iranian oil revenues to the West was disfavored domestically and internationally, and regional powers frowned upon the Shah not challenging Western interests in the region. Similarly, his unpopularity domestically grew more and more as he aggressively approached secularization by disregarding and undermining domestic religious sentiments. His lavish lifestyle and tendencies raised the attention of the people, and the Pahlavis were accused of corruption for using Iranian resources to fund personal endeavors. For this reason, the Shah was considered authoritarian, and, according to Abrahamian (2008), left no room for opposition. The Shah’s modernizing policies were beneficial to some, while disserving others. Throughout this period, some Western countries, specifically the US and the UK played central roles in the ruling of Iran through the monarchy. According to Abrahamian, dissent towards the Shah grew during this time, so the West were interested in removing him from power, while still preserving their control over Iranian oil supply (2008, p. 97). Consequently, Reza Shah went into exile while Mohammad Reza, his 21-year-old son, was implemented as the new Shah with limited powers. Simultaneously, Mohammad Mossadegh, a nationalist and pro-constitutionalist leader, grew in popularity by taking action to nationalize Iranian oil and publicly opposing foreign influences in the country. However, during the reign of Mossadegh, an event occurred which was central in the instigation of the revolution and the dismantling of the monarchy (ibid, p. 118). The new, younger Shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, was reinstated through a CIA military coup in 1953, as a result of the British and Americans losing control of Iranian oil and fearing a rise of anti-colonial sentiments (Matin-Asgari, 1991, p. 55). After his reinstatement, the Shah introduced stronger measures to suppress dissidents and to monitor opposition. Consequently, the Iranian people continued to battle for greater freedoms, and many groups in society were actively united in that battle, including laborers, the religious ulama, intellectuals and domestic as well as international students (Kelly, 2013, p. 113). According to Abrahamian, dissent started already in 1977 with public critique of the Shah, most notably through writing, of poetry and newsletters, which consequently led to street protests and subsequently the removal of the monarchy in 1979 (2008, p. 155). 

The events that proceeded the revolution were just as tumultuous as the events that preceded it. The revolution was led by intellectual ideas of nationalism, socialism and theology. What is striking about the Iranian revolution is that many social movements and dissidents united in their struggle to overthrow the monarchy and reject the influence of the West (Khosrokhavar, 2004, p. 71). Ayatollah Khomeini, who was living in exile in Iraq at the time, gained popularity and became the face of the resistance. He challenged imperialism, encouraged Islamic government and claimed that Iranian identity and heritage was held back due to American influence (Kelly, 2013, p. 116). He gained popularity with most social movements because he highlighted the importance of religious ruling, social equality of all Iranians and rejection of Western influences. He therefore rallied religious groups, socialists and anti-imperialists. While in exile, Khomeini would remain connected to the Iranian people by outlining his vision for the Islamic Republic through tapes and writings, which strongly appealed to the people. It was under this influence that Iranians took to the streets in 1977 to demonstrate their discontent. 

In January 1978, an event occurred that is considered central in the advancement of the revolution. An article was released by the government’s information minister attacking and insulting Khomeini, in the magazine Ettela’at, stating that Khomeini was a British agent serving colonialism and claiming he had lived an immoral lifestyle (Mackey & Harrop, 1996; Boroujerdi & Rahimkhani, 2018). The article as well as protests over human rights violations caused street protests to gain a new momentum. During this time the masses had gotten caught up in “a wave of revolutionary vigor” (Kelly, 2013, p. 115). The country had become dysfunctional, with schools, banks, infrastructure, bureaucracy, bazaars and factories being closed due to strikes (Abrahamian, 2008). This also affected the oil industry significantly, which reduced production (Keddie, 2003). During this time, Khomeini communicated to his followers to not surrender until the Shah had been overthrown. Migration-wise, this period saw the first significant emigration from Iran and is often considered the first wave. The reasoning behind this, Chaichian suggests, is threefold: In 1975, the Shah dissolved all political parties in attempts of consolidating his political power, and encouraged Iranians to join his Iranian’s People’s Resurgence Party (2012, p. 22). The Shah encouraged all those who disagree with his system to leave the country (Banuazizi, 1976, p. 476). This resulted in many academics and political activists to leave the country (Torbat, 2002, p. 274). An additional aspect of the first wave were affluent upper and middle-class families who sent their children abroad in pursuits of higher education. In 1977-1978 there were about 100,000 Iranians studying abroad, of which 36,200 were enrolled in US institutions (Hakimzadeh, 2006, p. 2). The third, and what Chaichian argues to be the most significant factor, was the flight of royalists and members of religious minority groups, particularly Jews and Baha’is (2012). This group also included families closely associated with the monarchy and government bureaucrats and military personnel who were tipped off about the inevitable collapse of the Shah’s rule, which subsequently left the country “with significant liquidated assets in hand” (Hakimzadeh, 2006). The group that constituted the first wave mainly settled in the US and Britain. This is significant because it highlights why there are class differences between diaspora groups depending on what country they settled in, which I will return to later. 

On December 11th, one of the biggest protests took place during the Ashura festival. Two million people took to the streets demanding the Shah to be overthrown. On January 15th 1979 he left Iran, and left prime minister Shapour Bakhtiar in charge. Bakhtiar dismantled the Iranian secret service SAVAK and released prisoners, but it was not enough to calm the situation. He finally let Khomeini enter the country, who was greeted by an estimated 5 million people. The military could no longer remain in control, and the revolution was considered completed a mere two weeks after Khomeini’s arrival. 

The challenges were subsequently found in the disunity of ideological groups in the country. Dissidents were united in their struggle against the monarchy, but their differences became visible when Khomeini tried to form a new government. The clergy agreed with Khomeini in their pursuit of establishing a government based on Sharia law, while leftists lobbied for a secular government. The leftists however, were a divided group. They were united in anti-imperialism but faced much difference in opinion on other factors (Kelly, 2013, p. 115). This is considered to be an important factor in the success of the clergy in establishing a government, because the left had little to contribute in their own agenda and therefore failed to seize control (Mirsepassi, 2004). However, as Kelly (2013) notes, it is not only the disorganization of the left that caused the success of the Islamic government. Khomeini had previously indicated that he would form a secular government, but successively moved toward theocracy and seized control until the opposition had little power. 
A vote was called on an Islamic Republic which was boycotted by most members of opposition, which subsequently entailed a 98% pass (Keddie, 2003). Following this, a constitution was written by an “assembly of experts”. Khomeini was selected as the supreme leader and was given “divine authority to rule” for life. He was, according to the law, “only accountable to God” (Keddie 2003, p. 247). The years that followed this, 1981-1990 is considered the second wave of emigration. 
Following the formation of the Islamic republic, the hostage crisis occurred. In November of 1979, mere months after the revolution, Iranian students invaded the American embassy in Tehran, taking American diplomats hostage and revealing secret documents. This crisis is considered by Amanat (1993) to have strengthened Khomeini’s validity as leader of the country. Khomeini supported the actions of the students, which caused Iran to be isolated internationally, while Bazargan, the leader of the provisional government, encouraged the students to release the diplomats and cease their capture. 
The years that followed were devastating for Iranians. In 1980, Iraq took advantage of Iran’s weakness and international isolation by invading the country and challenging its borders. Saddam Hussein expected an easy conquest because of Iran’s political turmoil, but what followed was an 8-year long war that left both sides devastated. Here, Keddie observes that the war united Iranians in their despair and provided a means for unification of the country. She writes: 
“Iraq’s invasion did the opposite of what Iraq expected, uniting Iranians, combining Shi’a and nationalist fervor, reviving the armed forces, and strengthening the Pasdaran and Khomeinists” (2003, p. 251). 
The war therefore proved to be beneficial for the Khomeini’s ideological agenda in unifying the country under theocracy. Amanat calls this “ideological persuasion” in attracting young men to the military (1993, p. 25). For this reason, many families feared for their sons’ lives. 
The Iranian government was known for capturing young boys and taking them to the front lines to act as human shields, mostly working class men whose lives were considered disposable. In 1988, after 8 years of war, Iran agreed to sign a cease-fire. By that time, many had fled the war to protect their sons from military draft. This group composes the third wave of emigration. By this time, many Western countries had closed all “legal” and safe routes of entry in fear of Iranians applying for asylum. Therefore, this group overwhelmingly fled to the Scandinavian countries, that were considered safe havens with generous humanitarian policies (Kelly, 2013, p. 117). The second and third waves constitute the parents of most participants in this study. 
Economic hardship is inevitable during war, and the Iran-Iraq war left no aspect of Iranian society untouched. Iranian oil production suffered, oil price declined and caused inflation (Keddie, 2003). Esfandiari claims that this significantly reduced the living standards that Iranians across all social classes were used to (1997, p. 44). There were allegations of corruption, as people close to the Khomeini government increasingly accessed funds. According to Moghissi & Rahnema (2001), this caused many to lose faith in the new government. Following the economic hardship, many professionals left Iran to protect their financial security and careers (Khosrokhavar, 2004, p. 73). This phenomenon where the highest educated leave to pursue professional careers continued successively and still continues today, with Iran being among the countries with the highest level of “brain drain” (IMF, 2006). 
It is important to note that although the war was a devastating period of most everyone, all peoples were affected differently based on numerous factors, such as ethnicity, social class, gender, sexuality and religion. Most people who managed to flee the country were of middle or upper-class families who could afford to pay the hefty fee of human smugglers. 
Additionally, young men were targeted to a greater extent and refused exit from the country. Similarly, religious minorities, such as Jews, Bahai’s, Sunni Muslims, and all else who did not fit into the agenda of the Shiite republic were targeted and persecuted during the early stages of the revolution and the war. Socio-political dynamics of ethnic power follows peoples across borders and generations, and in the following sections I will discuss the history of ethnic plurality in Iran, and how this might have influenced the participants in this study. 
The different waves of emigration in combination with local cultures have caused diaspora groups in different countries to be formed in various ways and resulted in a variety of different diasporic dynamics. Before the revolution, French and English were widely spoken languages among the upper classes in Iran, which is why the first wave of emigrees were upper class Iranians who went to Switzerland, France, the UK (Kelly, 2013), but most commonly to California (Spellman, 2004). Sweden (as well as some other European countries) on the other hand was attractive for its liberal humanitarian policies, which became popular among educated political dissidents as well as religious and ethnic minorities (Kelly, 2013, p. 117). 
2.2 What is “Persian”? History of an imagined nation

“Persia” is the Greek word for the country of Iran, named after the Fars region in the south of the country. In 1935, the Shah asked the global community to refer to Iran by its native name that highlights its Aryan heritage. This is often incorrectly referred to as a name-change, although Iran has not officially been named Persia (Kamiar, 2007). Regardless of this, many Iranians refer to themselves as Persian instead of Iranian, because it carries a less stigmatized connotation (ibid). This section aims to investigate the roots of Persianity and argue that it stems from Reza Shah’s project to unify the country by forcefully reducing ethnic plurality.

Reza Shah, the father of the last king Mohammad Reza Shah, had a vision for Iran to be constructed as a nation with shared origins, common language and collective historical memory (Elling & Saleh, 2016, p. 164). Such a narrative evidently excludes minority groups and aims to erase their being. Regarding such a project, Saleh writes: 

“Drawing on Orientalist imaginaries, Iranian elite thinkers such as Ahmad Kasravi and Abdul Hussein Zarinkoob advocated Aryanism and Persian-ness as the origin and basis of Iran’s national identity. With a lack of academic reasoning, historical knowledge and with little or no critical analysis, their Persianist approach in creating a national identity generated an anti-Other sentiment hostile to particular minorities.” (ibid). 

Although the reasoning that Saleh highlights is accurate, it is important to highlight that Persianization has been a political quest since the pre-Islamic era, dating back to the 4th century BCE according to some (Balcer, 1983). Persian speaking regions have always stretched far and encompassed many different peoples throughout various political and imperial conquests. Attempting to unite a people under one national identity within such a considerable land is undoubtedly problematic, and a political quest that remains problematic to this day. 

As Saleh mentions, there is little that unites Iranians other than imagined common histories. Shared “ethnicity” is simply constructed on imagined shared origins. There are many factors that complicate a mono-ethnic Persian identity. Ethnicities can be forgotten, discarded, re-imagined and re-constructed. There are divisions even within an ethnic group that is perceived to be unified. Saleh reminds us of this in the following passage: 

”For example, there are great differences between, say, an Azeri in Ardabil who speaks Azeri Turkic every day, and a Tehrani who descends from Azeri parents but may in fact have very little knowledge of Azeri language or culture. Another example could be the significant differences between a Shiite Kurd in Kermanshah and a Sunni Kurd in Marivan. These two may both understand themselves to be Kurds, but their ideas of their situation and identity may differ considerably when we dig deeper than the label “Kurd.” Regional, sub-regional and tribal belonging as well as gender, age and class play into ethnicity on different levels and in different ways.” (2016, p. 10). 

Although Saleh is not explicitly discussing belonging, I see this passage as useful for understanding the dynamic nature of ethnic identities. This plurality must also be remembered when attempting to understand double minoritization and the role it plays within negotiations on belonging. 

2.3 History of Iranian migration to Sweden
The Iranian revolution and the Iran-Iraq war that followed coincided with improvements in Swedish humanitarian policies (Migrationsverket, 2016). Migration to Sweden was mainly unregulated or dealt with by the Swedish labor authority until 1969 when a new authority, Statens invandrarverk (the state’s immigration service) was introduced to handle immigration and integration. Until this period, only migrants from Europe (Scandinavia, Italy, Greece and Turkey) came to Sweden. Regulation was therefore introduced in the 1970s in relation to labor migration, but not asylum seekers. This period saw an increase in Chilean asylum seekers following the military coup in 1973. 
The 1980s is deemed the decade of asylum seekers by the Migration agency (2016). In 1985, a new system for receiving asylum seekers was introduced, which saw an increase in migration from Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey and Eritrea. In 1985, the Iran-Iraq war was in its 6th year, and many did not see any hope towards peace in their futures. Most English-speaking Western countries had closed their borders to migration from the Middle East, which drifted more attention towards non-English speaking countries, such as Sweden (Behtoui, 2022). 
Towards the end of the decade, many asylum seekers from Somalia, Kosovo, and former Soviet states came to Sweden. Subsequently, the 90s saw the fall of Yugoslavia and the ethnic cleansing in the Balkans led to increased migration to Sweden from the south of Europe. In 1995, Sweden became a member of the EU and started moving towards constructing a common asylum and migration policy. Following this, increasingly restrictive measures towards immigration were introduced that are still in place today. 
The increased emigration from Iran and the relieved humanitarian policies in Sweden therefore coincided, which is mostly believed to be the primary reason for the large number of Iranians (and Iraqis) in Sweden. The Iranians that came to Sweden during this period were part of a highly educated urban middle-class (Graham & Khosravi, 1997). 86% of them were under the age of 44, and 47% under the age of 30 (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 1993). The reason behind their educational quests was not simply age, but rather also a cultural belief system that education leads to an improved quality of life (Graham & Khosravi, 1997). 
[bookmark: _Toc114169857][bookmark: _Toc130211532]2.2 “Iranians” in Sweden
As decades have passed since the mass emigration of Iranians to the West, they have established a community abroad. Malek argues that the increased growth and establishment of the community is a result of the ”coming-of-age of the second generation” that have ”brought the Iranian diaspora experience to the realm of popular culture” (2006, p. 353). In this section I will explore common elements of ”Iranians” in Sweden to understand how they are perceived in Sweden generally but also how they as a group perceive themselves. According to a study by Bevelander & Lundh, Iranian men in Sweden are more educated on average than their Swedish-born counterparts (2007). Even though this is the case, Iranian men have lower salaries on average than Swedish-born Swedes and in addition, Iranian men are usually more over qualified in their professions (ibid, p. 32). This has an impact on the extent they can ”integrate” into their host society. The authors further claim that the Iranians who do not manage to secure jobs are hindered in ”integration” as a result of their financial disadvantage. On the contrary, they point to Iranian men who have qualifications that are required in the Swedish job market, and argue that they are socio-economically well ”integrated” into the Swedish community (ibid). 
As such, “Iranians” are within the public imagination considered “good immigrants”. This, Khosravi argues, is due to “the emergence of a creative and vigorous second generation working in various areas of entrepreneurship, art, journalism, literature, academia and politics” (2018, p. 75). This visibility of Iranians or people with Iranian heritage has constructed an understanding that Iranians are a successful group in Sweden. This is naturally not a nuanced depiction of what the reality is, and these portrayals often fail to mention how some Iranians have brought various forms of capital to Sweden from Iran to enable academic and entrepreneurial achievements (ibid, p. 76):
”The rosy picture painted of ‘super successful’ Iranians obscures other segments of the group, namely failed asylum seekers; deportees; the undocumented, who are stuck in the informal labour market; and also those Iranians who suffer from protracted unemployment and underemployment. These precarious groups are often excluded in the main diasporic narratives and practices, not only by diaspora scholars but also by diasporic media. Those who are regarded as ‘failed migrants’ have often been invisibilised in studies of the Iranian diaspora” (Khosravi, 2018, p. 76)”.
This is therefore not always an accurate depiction of the reality of being Iranian in Sweden, but it does provide an explanation and a portrayal of how Iranians are generally perceived in Sweden, which is crucial to understanding how this group negotiate their belonging. 
[bookmark: _Toc130211533]2.3 Minorities in Iran: Kurds, Afghans, Azeris and Baluchis in the plateau
One crucial fact that I will continue to stress is that it is problematic to create cohesion within a group that can be understood as “Iranians”. As section 2.2 has shown, Persianization and socio-cultural homogeneity of Iran is a project that is still ongoing today, and causes many minorities to live in oppression and fear of having their culture obliterated in favor of a dominant Persian culture. For this reason, when I refer to the women in this group, I always write “Iranian” in quotation marks, because an Iranian identity is often legally forced upon them. 
The use of the term “Iranian” in this study was widely debated, within myself, with my supervisors, as well as with the participants. The group this thesis is concerned with needs to be limited, however, many participants do not agree with the commonalities in which they are connected. As minorities are at the center of this study, re-enforcing the label of Iranian on people who continuously reject it is arbitrary. Therefore, I recognize that “Iranian” is simply a term to limit the group I am researching, rather than an accurate term to conceptualize the group in question. The group is limited to “Iranian” as a label the participants use to describe themselves as an imagined community[footnoteRef:2], and also one that is enforced on them through imposed legal belonging, mainly through citizenship.  [2:  See page x of this chapter] 

There are many more minority groups besides the ones mentioned in the title, but a common denominator for the groups mentioned above is that they are denied the right to exercise their culture by the Iranian state through projects of Persianization. Even Persian Iranians themselves are divided ideologically, socially, ethnically and religiously, within Iran and the diaspora (Baumann & Nord, 2015, p.7; Mohabbat-kar, 2015, p. 15). The aim of this chapter is therefore not to illustrate this group as cohesive, but rather to highlight some central characteristics in order to understand some of the sentiments that will be introduced by the participants in the empirical chapters.
Since the current Iranian nation-state was founded in the early 20th century, different Iranian regimes have had complex relationships with its ethnonational communities (Hassaniyan, 2021). Originating in Reza Shah’s attempt at nation-state building and the subsequent denial and oppression of diversity and multiethnicity, grievances have emerged among non-Persian ethnonational communities (Saleh, 2016, p. 62), which the following subsections will explore. 
[bookmark: _Toc130211534]2.3.1 Kurds
Kurds are a distinct nation through criteria such as possessing a distinct language, flag and geographical location (Hassaniyan, 2021, p. 6). They are culturally, linguistically and geographically distinguished from the four surrounding and occupying nation-states, which are Syria, Turkey, Iran and Iraq. Kurds constitute the third largest ethnic group in Iran after Persians and Azeris, estimated to constitute 15% of the total population. There are no official statistics on the amount, but there is estimated to be 12 million Kurds in various cities in Iran and the “Iranian” part of Kurdistan (Nezal, 2017), which will now be referred to as Eastern Kurdistan. 
The question of Kurdish statehood is a highly debated topic, and it is out of the scope of this research to address it. Nor is it within the scope of this research to present the conditions through which modern day politics of the region emerged. Rather, my intention is to show how Kurdish people contemporarily experience oppression by the Iranian state and are enforced an Iranian identity. Kurdish people are denied cultural rights no matter what part of Kurdistan they inhabit. Because of the different restrictions and oppressions placed on Kurds by the 4 occupying nation-states, Kurdish culture varies across the regions as well. Kurds have been treated with hostility and been perceived as a political threat, and unlike much other parts of “Iranian” society, it has remained unchanged after the revolution (Hassaniyan, 2021, p. 2). 
Because of the perceived threat of Iranian statehood that Kurds pose, the Iranian state continuously use unconstrained violence in its dismantling of the Kurdish movement (ibid, p. 16). The Iranian republic regime, just as its predecessor, perceived ethno-religious diversity in Iran as a threat to its ambition of creating a strong centralist theocratic regime (p. 84). This causes the central Iranian government to attack Kurdish culture and force ethnic minorities into mainstream Persian Iranian society (Saleh, 2016, p. 15). 
There are a multitude of examples of cultural oppressions that Kurds face. One of the measures taken by the Iranian government to pursue Persian supremacy is a law called “Ban on the Use of Foreign Names, Titles and Expressions”, which was adopted in 1996 (Sheyholislami, 2012). In addition to this, Kurds are not allowed to name their children Kurdish names (Amnesty International, 2008, pp. 8-9). The same report by Amnesty states that Kurds face structural discrimination in addition to cultural ones. These include limited access to education, housing and employment (2008, pp. 8-13). 
Instead of giving in to assimilation, Kurds resist the oppression. For this reason, many are forced to flee to other countries. Many Kurds that are based in Sweden are past insurgents who fought (and continue to fight) for Kurdish liberation, whose ideology and passion is often passed onto their children. Their children constitute the Kurdish women in this thesis. 
[bookmark: _Toc130211535]2.3.2 Afghans

Iran and Afghanistan have an interwoven history that dates far back. The war in Afghanistan has caused mass emigration and misplaced millions of refugees, who predominantly fled to neighboring Iran and Pakistan (IOM, 2021). Iran therefore has a large Afghan population, not only from the war but also dating farther back (Abbasi-Shavazi & Rasoul Sadeghi, 2014). There are around 800 000 registered Afghan refugees in Iran, with an additional estimated 2.1 million undocumented Afghans (IOM, 2019). Many Afghans have lived in Iran long-term and produced a second generation of Afghan Iranians, and they are therefore considered an ethnic minority.
It is important to stress that Afghans in Iran today face grave discriminations and are denied basic human rights. In addition to structural discrimination, Afghans often face abuse by private actors as well (HRW, 2013). This is how the aforementioned report by Human Rights Watch describes the situation of Afghans:
“In addition to barriers to claiming asylum, Afghan refugees, asylum seekers, and others lawfully present in Iran face severe restrictions on freedom of movement, as well as arbitrary limits on access to education, employment, Iranian citizenship, and marriage rights. All Afghans and other foreign nationals are subject to travel restrictions in many areas of the country, and documented Afghans are restricted to working in specific professions, all of which are menial and many of which are dangerous. Afghan refugees are required to give up their refugee status prior to entering university and are barred from a variety of degree programs. Afghans without legal status face many difficulties in obtaining education for their children, with many children going uneducated or attending underground schools as a result. The Iranian government has made it difficult for many mixed Iranian/Afghan couples to marry, denies citizenship to Afghan husbands of Iranian women, and creates barriers to citizenship for children of such couples” (2013)
Although most ethnic minorities in Iran face discrimination in various ways, I want to emphasize that Afghan Hazaras are a racialized ethnic minority who face discrimination based on their phenotypical difference. Most ethnic minorities face structural discrimination, but there is a crucial difference that is important here, they can hide their minority status. By being racialized minorities in Iran, many Afghans are abused and attacked by government actors as well as private actors based on their visual Otherness. In many cases, it is not acknowledged that Afghans are denied human rights. Often times schools can arbitrarily reject students based on their Afghan ethnicity, even though they are Iranian citizens (Amnesty International, 2022). Being aware of these conditions of Afghans in Iran is consequential in order to understand the belonging of Afghan-Iranians and how they relate to an ”Iranian” community. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211536]2.3.3 Azeris
Azeri Iranians belong to a minority ethnic group who, similarly to Kurds, have faced repressive policies in the name of Persianization. They are the largest minority group, with numbers raging 6 million people (Arakelova, 2015) to 20 million (Gokay, 2001; Thomas et al., 2002; Croissant, 1998). Although there is no significant current quest for statehood among Azeri Iranians, there is a tension and awareness of minoritization. In 2006, an offensive cartoon with a negative depiction of Azeris as cockroaches was published which caused protests (Collin, 2006) Similarly in 2015, a state TV children’s program depicted a negative image of Iranian Azeris that resulted in protests in multiple cities in Iran (Fathi, 2016). Regardless of this tension, Azeris are considered to be “integrated” (Grebennikov, 2013). A common example of this is the supreme leader Ali Khamenei, who holds the most political power, who is assumed to be part Azeri. 
The collective identity of Azeri Iranians has experienced many changes since the early 1990s, and the Iranian government’s attitude has oscillated between repression and conciliation. This tension derives from the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the emergence of Azerbaijan as an independent state. Following this Azeri Iranians have culturally gravitated towards Turkey, but there has not been any significant political repercussion to dissolve Azeris from Iranian statehood. This is in part because of poor organization due to lack of consensus on goals, some want increased rights within the Iranian state, some seek political autonomy within Iran, others desire an independent state, while another group seek unification with Azerbaijan (Cornell, 2004, pp. 4-6). Despite this tumultuous history, Azeris are generally considered an intrinsic community in Iran (Grebennikov, 2013). 

2.3.4 Baluchis
Baluchestan is a region that stretches between Iran and Pakistan. Similarly to other minority groups, numbers are contested, the amount of Baluchis are estimated to be between 1 million (DaBell, 2013) to 4.8 million (UNPO, 2017) in Iran. Baluchis are often Sunni Muslims as opposed to Shia Muslims, which is the official religion of Iran. This has resulted in tensions, with Shia Persians dominating government positions in the Baluchistan province (DaBell, 2013). 
Baluchistan is an impoverished region with limited access to education, health care, employment and housing (Ur Rehman, 2014) The region is home to a militant group called Jundallah, that claims to fight for Sunni rights in Iran and is responsible for bombings in Iran (Fathi, 2007). In a measure by the government to repress violence, Baluchi Iranians are often overrepresented in state executions (Ur Rehman, 2014). 
[bookmark: _Toc130211537]2.4 “Iranians” and religiosity
Because of the plurality that I have demonstrated in the previous subsections, it is problematic to presume cohesion of the people who live in Iran. However, there are some characteristics that some “Iranians” share in the diaspora, that is frequently referenced within the empirical material. For this reason, I present these ideas throughout this chapter to provide the reader with the appropriate background needed to understand the material that will follow. 
Although census in Iran shows that the majority of Iranians are Shia Muslims, Iranians are a religiously diverse group. Within Iran, it is assumed that most adhere to the Shi’ite branch of Islam. Because of the persecution of religious minorities, Iranians abroad tend to be more religiously diverse than Iranians within Iran. When it comes to religiosity, the Iranian census is disputed, because some religions are not recognized by the government, and atheism cannot be expressed because apostasy from Islam is criminalized (Tamimi Arab & Maleki, 2020). A survey by World Values Survey in 2020 found 96.6% Iranians to consider themselves Muslim (Haerpfer et al., 2020). Another survey from 2020 by an organization based in the Netherlands found different results, with 32.2% identifying as Shia, 5.0% as Sunni, and 3.2% as Sufi, and 22.2% not identifying with any organized religion (Maleki & Tamimi Arab, 2020). These numbers therefore should also be read with criticism and only seen as a general estimate and a general indication that there are a variety of beliefs held within Iran and abroad. 
Following the revolution, many religious minorities feared for their safety and fled abroad, including Bahai’s, who are still persecuted to this day. Outside of Iran, many “assumed” Muslim Iranians are secular. They might carry a Muslim name, or be racialized according to an ethnic make-up that Muslims are assumed to embody. However, many “Muslim” Iranians carry anti-Islamic sentiments because of their hatred towards the current theocratic rule (Gholami, 2015; Khosravi, 2018). According to Sander, Iranians are ”secular in outlook and behavior” (quoted in Graham & Khosravi, 1997). As such, in an orientalist fashion, Iranians living in the West might be categorized as Muslim through a variety of factors, but do not consider themselves to be Muslim. They might have family histories of Islamic religiosity, and they might be aware of cultural Islam, but might not practice it or follow the faith in any capacity. They might even have left the religion in disdain towards it, following the politically Islamic theocracy that is in power in Iran. 
Jahanbegloo (2015) further discusses a construction of a unique Iranian identity, as a fusion of Persian, Shi’te and what he calls a ”modern identity”. He argues that ”the coexistence of these three layers that plays an important role in the development of the Iranian identity, not the pursuit of religious and secular ideologies” (ibid, p. 79). Regardless of this unique construction of Iranian identity Jahanbegloo points to, Iranians are still often grouped with other immigrant groups of Middle Eastern or North African descent and are thus subjugated to the same xenophobic treatments, often including Islamophobia (ibid, p. 119). Iranians therefore find themselves in a complex juxtaposition of perpetrators as well as victims of Islamophobia, and this is very important to note and keep in mind throughout this thesis. There is however a generational gap between such sentiments, as it is often the first-generation Iranians who carry Islamophobic sentiments. This is however crucial to note for understanding how Muslim religious Iranians relate to their community. 
[bookmark: _Toc130211538]2.5 Concluding comments

With this section, the aim is to illustrate how “Iranians” in Sweden are perceived, vis-à-vis other immigrant communities. In such a quest I hope to provide a background and somewhat of an understanding of how the women in this thesis are understood as “Iranians” and what such a label might mean in the ears of other Swedes with other immigrant communities comparatively. 

There is a significant problem in how Swedish statistics of immigrant populations is executed. Growing up in Stockholm, I met Kurdish people all the time who proudly boasted that they were Kurdish. However, as I will continue to stress in the thesis, belonging to a national group whose identity does not correspond with that of a nation-state continues to be a source of oppression in a multitude of ways. Kurds are, due to their statelessness, not represented accurately within the data. They are instead coded as legally belonging to the occupying country. Similarly with Afghans who have Iranian passports, they legally belong to Iran but that legal belonging does not reflect the continuous oppression they face by Persian Iranians, that continues to build a raft between Afghan Iranians and Persian Iranians. Therefore, there are nuances behind the data that is not reflected in numbers. This needs to be remembered when reading these numbers. For the relevance of this thesis, these numbers are particularly problematic in relation to Kurds who associate in one way but are arbitrarily reflected in statistics as something else, whether Turkish, Iranian, Syrian or Iraqi. Similarly, the data only reflects immigrants who have migrated to Sweden, and does therefore not take into consideration the many people (esp. second generations) who refer to themselves as a certain label (Iranian, Somali, Ethiopian, Chilean…). 

The following chart shows which immigrants groups are the largest in population in Sweden, and I will be discussing the largest five racialized groups, which includes Iranians (and excludes the Finnish). The largest countries of origin are: Syria, Iraq, Iran, Somalia, Turkey. Note that in addition to the previous disclaimers, this data does not include people who are Swedish citizens. Rather, it is a chart that shows the flow of migrants from various countries through different volumes and time periods. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211539]Figure 1: 
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A discussion will follow in chapter 4 about the racist dichotomy of “good” vs. “bad” immigrants and the harmful and forceful pressure of immigrants to constantly prove their worth and right to exist in their destination country (Nagel & Ehrkamp, 2016). This is a notion that is undoubtedly classed, where migrants who are seen as “contributing to society” are more fruitful and useful, and have therefore earned their place in society. This is a concept that is racialized too, as it is irrespective of “immigrant” status, rather, all racialized Swedes are considered to be “immigrants”. As such, it follows into second-generations as well. 


























[bookmark: _Toc130211540]3. Belonging politically and spatially: A conceptual framework


Belonging cannot be understood without exploring the underlying political concepts that dictate it. It is evident that belonging is conditional and is negotiated socio-politically, which is why it is important to understand what positionalities become salient when belonging is negotiated. For this reason, my point of departure is from an intersectional perspective, where I consider how religiosity, gender, sexuality, ableism, minoritization and ethnicity become influential factors in how belonging is negotiated. In exploring the negotiations of belonging among this group, social relations cannot be separated from their spatial contexts (Tollefsen, 2000, p. 11). Therefore, I am also interested in how the participants attribute meaning to “home” as a concept and how place belonging is produced, facilitated and subsequently challenged by racialization, Othering and notions of “Swedishness”. 

Within studies of migration, belonging has emerged as a concept to discover an emotive aspect of attachments to places and collectives. Previously, “integration” and adaptation to a new country has been measured in numbers of employability, political participation and linguistic skills among other factors (van Oers et al., 2010). But researchers have also critically engaged with concepts such as integration and assimilation (Valentine et al, 2009; Ehrkamp, 2006; Nagel and Staeheli, 2008), which focus on migrants’ entrance into all spheres of the host society and adaptation to prevailing norms and cultures (Ehrkamp, 2006, p. 1673). Belonging has been developed as a concept to move beyond certain politicized anxieties and instead shift the focus to emotive socio-spatial experiences to understand the complexities of life in exile, life between multiple locations, and struggles of identification with place (Nagel & Staeheli, 2008, p. 415). 

In exploring the negotiations of belonging among this group, I pay particular attention to social encounters and processes of racialization, and instances where participants themselves believe that they were denied belonging. This will be important in understanding how belonging is negotiated and what groups are influential in that process. I am therefore interested in seeing how second-generations are Othered and denied Swedishness and how, borrowing from Mathisen, “space is used to differentiate between bodies, which may contribute to producing boundaries of belonging” (2020, p. 40). Everyday social encounters contribute to drawing national boundaries in which hegemonic discourses are translated into practice (Haldrup et al., 2006, p. 176). Social actors that inhabit the spaces where belonging is produced draw on everyday social encounters when constructing racial and national boundaries of belonging (Gullestad, 2006, p. 33). 

As this thesis adopts an intersectional framework with minorities at the center of inquiry, geographical scales below and beyond the nation will be investigated. Mathisen argues that micro-ritualistic performances that produce belonging can occur at multiple scales, including within friendship groups, the school, the town space and within translocal social connections (2020, p. 40). Similarly, people can be connected to groups, areas, regions, and re-draw boundaries to better adapt a label to how they understand themselves socio-spatially (ex. “Middle Eastern”, “Asian”). I will therefore explore the scales that the participants express their belonging within in order to examine how minoritized belongings are expressed. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211541]3.1 Belonging

The study of belonging is more fruitful when divided into several entities, rather than being understood as a whole. I divide it into two dimensions: 1) an emotional sense of belonging as personal connections to spaces with which belongings are articulated (Mee, 2009; Fenster, 2005; Mackenzie, 2004), and 2) the politics of belonging, which structures membership in collectives through symbolic, discursive, and practiced ideas of who is allowed and rejected to belong (Anthias, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011; Antonsich, 2010; Fenster, 2005). I separate belonging into two dimensions, as place belonging and the politics of belonging, following Antonsich’s (2010) call for more research focusing on the spatiality of belonging. As Mathisen also suggests, considering only the political dimension of belonging risks essentializing it as an exclusive product of social discourses and boundary-making practices (2020, p. 49). This often disregards the individual’s agentic process of producing place belonging. Belonging is more than an individualist construct that is separate from socially constructed power relations, it is constantly influenced by discursive forces and subsequently socio-politically negotiated . Therefore, both theoretical perspectives must be considered when studying belonging, and I aim to present both in this chapter and declare the conceptual framework I used to investigate the belongings of women of “Iranian” heritage in Sweden. 

Belonging is notoriously complex to study because it lacks theoretical and analytical specificity, and often finds a multitude of expressions. “I belong here” is a claim many make, that carries a meaning of self-attachment as well as peer acceptance. Therefore, as I have previously argued, there is an individual element to belonging, whereby a person creates attachments, as well as a social aspect whereby attachment is granted. Belonging is a complex and contested term (Antonsich, 2010, p. 645), which is why brief definitions are problematic. Yet it is necessary to begin with one to understand what it is that is being explored, because departing from an understanding of common-sense risks muddling the term and hinders analysis (Antonsich, 2010, p. 644). 

Therefore, rather than providing a brief one-sentence definition, I aim to show what concepts can be explored within the disciplinary confinements of geography, because an additional aspect of the complicated nature of belonging is that it can be understood differently through varying disciplinary perspectives. In this thesis I am primarily concerned with individual attachments to place and how such an attachment can be disrupted or facilitated by politicized belonging. 

In my understanding of belonging, I have found the work of Nira Yuval-Davis particularly useful. She has provided useful frameworks in furthering our understanding of the concept, although most of her work focuses on the politics of belonging, bordering, gender and nation (1997; 2006; 2011). Her analyses of belonging separate from political discourses tend to focus on sociology and social psychology. She uses such analyses as foundations towards discussing a human need for unity and group identities, which she bases her understanding of belonging on (2006, pp. 197-198). Although these works are undoubtedly useful for understanding the socio-political aspects of belonging, they often disregard individual spatial belongings and how it is negotiated and formed. Her intention is to discuss various aspects of belonging, whether spatial or socio-political, but leans more towards the socio-political aspects of belonging rather the spatialities of it and how people produce attachments to place. Antonsich (2010) directs similar critique towards Yuval-Davis for this, and claims that belonging cannot exist in “a geographical vacuum” (p. 647). As such, her work tends to focus on the social aspects of belonging, with limited reference to the spatial consequences of social belonging. 

Therefore, the lack of understanding individual’s emotional attachments to place within studies of belonging calls for geographical contributions. Mee & Wright called for this in a guest editorial, in which they highlight and emphasize what role geography plays in studies of belonging (2009, p. 772). They write: 

”[…] belonging is an inherently geographical concept. Belonging connects matter to place, through various practices of boundary making and inhabitation which signal that a particular collection of objects, animals, plants, germs, people, practices, performances, or ideas is meant `to be' in a place [the `being' aspect of belonging as Probyn (1996) puts it]. The use of belonging also brings an affective dimension, people `long' (Probyn, 1996) to achieve these types of connections, and to ensure that the ensemble of objects, human and nonhuman animals, practices, and ideas that accords with their version of belonging is achieved or maintained. The intrinsically geographical nature of belonging as a concept may explain some of the appeal of the concept in contemporary human geography.” (2009, p. 772). 

Belonging is a constant process, of which I am reluctant to refer to as a static and fixed construction, which is why I refrain from using words like “choosing” belonging, because it connotes a singular event whereby a binary option is selected. Rather, belonging is a complex, contradictory, multi-faceted and dynamic process. Therefore, I regularly claim that belonging is negotiated. What I mean by this follows what Kraus discusses in the following quote: 

“People do not simply choose affiliations; they have to negotiate them with others and are positioned within them by others. Their distance to some collective identities or their closeness to others must be expressed by them – and affirmed or rejected by present others. This does not entail the individual not disposing of concepts of belonging which are available in a specific situation, but rather that belonging must be negotiated, tested, confirmed, rejected or qualified again and again and not simply shown” (2006, p.109).

This quote further stresses the importance of belonging beyond solely individual negotiations and contestations. The process of negotiating belonging involves seeking collective acceptance or facing rejection of one’s claim to belong. This consequently may, as Wernesjö writes, result in being assigned or labeled to another (subordinated) collectivity (2014, p. 38), which can inform an individual’s self-perception and subsequently where and how they attach their belonging to place. 

Verbal expressions of belonging are often expressed in relation to places, when saying I belong “here”, there is a spatiality to “here” that is often ignored in academic inquiries of belonging. Although belonging encompasses a multitude of social scientific notions, such as citizenship, nationhood, ethnicity and other emotional attachments (Bhimji, 2008, p. 414), the spatial aspect and how attachment to place is produced is often overlooked. Within research of belonging within geography, it is not often specified how racialized people (especially women) experience belonging (ex. Gilmartin & Migge, 2016; Huizinga & van Hoven, 2018). The aforementioned articles research belonging among migrants in Ireland and the Netherlands respectively, and both disregard racialization as an influencing factor in how their participants understand their belonging. This creates an understanding of emotional attachments to place as being produced under the same conditions for everyone, which is not true. “Immigrant” is a racialized concept in white-majority countries, with racialized Swedes being assumed to be “immigrants” even if they are born in Sweden (Bannerji, 2010; Ng, 1990; Thobani 2007). On the contrary, white bodies rarely have their belonging contested, unless some specific aspects (such as accents) suggest otherwise (Creese, 2019, p. 1479). 

Increasing feelings of contesting and negotiating belonging is not exclusive to migrants or racialized people. Negotiations of belonging is a process that many people may experience, regardless of varying identity categories. However, this feeling of debating belonging tends to be ignited when one is “away”, which accentuates the centrality of belonging in the imaginary of the citizen (Ho, 2009, p. 789). It is however important to note that racialized people in white-majority spaces are not “away”, rather, “away” here means being away from the place that is arbitrarily ascribed to their body, where they “should” belong based on essentialized notions of racial belonging. “Where are you from” (Creese, 2019) is a question that many racialized people in Sweden (and in other white-majority countries) receive, such discourses about strangers that distinguish who does and does not belong in a given space (Ahmed, 2000, p. 22). 

Such geographical placements of people based on phenotypical features is a central component in projects of racialization. It is in this context that I understand racialization and find it useful, as a process that is ascribed to the body based on colonial and geographical histories. It has been critiqued for being vague (Goldberg, 2002; Carter, 2000), which authors argue diffuses analyses. The peculiarity of racialization of “Iranians” (as with all other groups of people) is inconsistent, illogical, dynamic and constantly changing. In addition to racialization, race critical scholars have also criticized “ethnicity” as a term because it obscures racial structures of inequality, which is why “racialization” is suggested in its place (Molina, 2005; Gullestad, 2006; Miles & Brown, 2003). Within academia, it is widely understood that race is not a biological fact that is innate to humans. Instead, “it is a product of social relations whose meaning is constantly shifting and continuously negotiated” (Mathisen, 2020, p. 64). Racialization implies a process that is constantly shifting depending on discourses of which races are embodied and what bodies are racialized (Fassin, 2011, p. 421). In this thesis, I follow this understanding of “race” and “racialization”. 

The term “ethnicity” is also reoccurring in this thesis, and is a contested term (Siebers, 2017; Winant, 2015; Karlsen, 2004). I find it useful when distinguishing in-group differences and double-minoritization (see subsection 3.2.3) in understanding how groups of the same geographic locations separate themselves from each other based on shared imagined histories. Within this understanding, I follow Fischer (2017, p. 23) in declaring that this is an essentialist framework that lacks theoretical explanation. I recognize that it does not have much theoretical purchase. Rather, it is a useful component in how people see themselves and unite themselves with others. I capture this aspect of how people of “Iranian” origin perceive themselves and others that they believe differ from them (Wimmer, 2008) within the term ethnicity.

Race and ethnicity are often conflated and used interchangeably, but it is important to my analysis to distinguish the two (Siebers, 2017, p. 372; Garner & Selod, 2015, p. 10). According to Fulcher & Scott (2003, p. 204) racialization occurs when ethnic relations become defined in terms of “race” or biological difference. Siebers (2017) directs criticism towards critical race scholarship that centers around the US and uses the Netherlands as a case to further nuance discussions about race versus ethnicity. He argues that there is a conceptual difference between race and ethnicity, while I argue that ethnicity and race are not as distinctive of categories as Siebers emphasizes them to be. He writes that Islamophobia is understood as a fear of certain religious ideas, rather than a claim of biological superiority (ibid, p. 380). However, there is a certain type of body that is believed to embody Islam, which racializes people believed to follow the religion. This is evident in how the first victim of post-9/11 violence was a Sikh man (the Guardian, 2021). The findings of Kianmanesh Rad & Ghorashi (2018) similarly indicate that assumptions about ethnicities and cultural background are often based on appearances and phenotypical features. In such a process where phenotypical features come to life, racialization occurs. This is evident in what some researchers call the racialization of Islam (Sayyid & Vakil, 2010). As the authors write, “religion is “raced”, and Muslims are racialized” (ibid, p. 276). For this reason, race and ethnicity cannot be analyzed as two distinct entities, as Siebers attempts to separate them. 

Racialization is not a phenomenon that is intelligible, measurable or durable in any sense, different forms of racism are dynamic and specific to different cultural, geographic, historical and political contexts (Garner & Selod, 2015, p. 11). I therefore want to specify how I use the terms racialization and ethnicity and how I understand them separately and mutually. I use the term “ethnicity” when referring to ethnic minority groups in “Iran”, as their physical features are not distinct from Persian Iranians, rather they are seen as separate groups based on different imagined histories. I use racialization to denote a process in which ethnicities become associated with phenotypical features and is subsequently ascribed certain meanings. 

Ethnicity and “race” are therefore very entangled concepts (Wimmer, 2008). Garner & Selod (2015) argue that even “white” groups can be racialized by drawing examples from Roma travellers (Bancroft, 2005), Eastern European migrants (Fox et al., 2013), Jews (Brodkin, 1998) or the Irish (Garner, 2003; 2010). However, it is important to add, that it is not simply the boundary making and the group constructing practices that racializes these groups, rather, it also entangles group making with reference to phenotypical features. For example, anti-Semitic rhetoric included denigration of Jewish people through claiming “racial impurity” and therefore inferiority based on ethno-religious belonging (Arviv, 2018; Gilman, 1991). I therefore depart from a similar understanding as Bonilla-Silva (2001) through viewing racialization as a socially arranged system in which groups are assorted into dominant or subordinate positions and receive attendant benefits or disadvantages as a result (cited in Husain, 2017, p. 3). Once these relationships are established and organized based on ”race”, racialization occurs. 

Therefore, I find racialization useful in this case because it emphasizes processes in constructing Others. Some “Iranians” have often times been considered (and sometimes continue to be) white, but their experiences in a post 9/11 and post-revolution world have not been reflective of what whiteness entails. In recent times, they have therefore become increasingly racialized, sometimes based on phenotypical features, and other times based on other factors[footnoteRef:3].  For racialized people living in white-majority countries, such experiences of racialization become salient in how belonging is negotiated.  [3:  I further discuss this in detail in chapter 4.] 


Conclusively, there are a multitude of aspects to exploring belonging, although this thesis is reduced to focusing on emotional connections to place and these are influenced by discursive politicized notions of belonging. For the women in this group, who are second generations, most of them do not have migratory histories. Rather, their racialized bodies awaken anxieties of belonging among majority (white) Swedes, which results in their belonging often being refused as a result of racist assumptions of an imagined common heritage. Such politicization of belonging is what I will introduce and discuss in detail in the next section. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211542]3.2 Politics of belonging

Politicized belonging contests who does and does not belong to a collective. Yuval-Davis (2011) presents three analytical perspectives of belonging: Primarily she highlights social locations, which concerns for example gender, race, religion or age. These, Yuval-Davis stresses, ought to be analyzed through an intersectional perspective for a comprehensive understanding of agentic positionality in relation to power within and between such categories. Second is people’s identifications and emotional attachments to collectives, which people can arbitrarily be placed in without feeling belonging to the group they are ascribed to[footnoteRef:4]. The third factor refers to ethical and political values and judgements about how boundaries of belonging to social groups should be drawn. Identifications are not given, rather they are produced through performance and practice within social and cultural spaces, which subsequently facilitate emotional attachment. The separation of these analytical levels is significant for identification of the agent’s resistance to suppressive social and economic locations, and to people’s internalizations of ascribed identities (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 203).  [4:  One example of this can be transnationally adopted Swedes who are categorized as “foreign”, although Swedishness is all they know] 


When I refer to politics of belonging, I specifically refer to Yuval-Davis’ third level of analysis. Political discourses drawn by “in-groups” can influence belongings of the “out-groups” (Croucher, 2014). Political projects that aim to dictate on what ideological grounds people are linked to territories (Youkhana, 2013, p. 13) can influence belonging. Such projects are evident in all nationalisms; however, I will use the case of a political debate of honor crimes in Sweden to illustrate how it can occur in this particular context. Across all political spectra, Swedish political parties and their representatives have expressed that honor oppression does not belong in Sweden. They are exemplifying it as something barbaric that has come to Sweden along with immigration. A representative of the Moderate party in Sweden writes: “The last three years almost 300 000 people have sought asylum in our country. The integration of those whose asylum is granted must work better than it has so far. Otherwise the honor oppression runs the risk of increasing” (Borås Tidning, 2017). Recent prime minister and member of the center left-winged Social Democrats, Stefan Löfven, expressed in his party congress: “It (honor crimes) does not belong in Sweden at all, so we have to fight it as hard as we can” (Aftonbladet, 2019). Rather than acknowledging crimes of honor as a horrific act that needs to be combatted, it is seen as something that has infected Swedish society by allowing the “barbaric immigrants” enter Sweden. Instead of letting honor killings stand alone as a crime, it has to be associated with something that is foreign to Sweden. As such, the political discussion of honor culture embodies notions of nationhood, racisms and gender. In the case of honor culture in Sweden, gender and feminism are used as proxies in defining what Swedish is, and, consequently, what Swedish is not (Hellgren & Hobson, 2008, p. 386). Honor culture has become an arena of boundary making, in which xenophobic actors and political parties perceive as windows of opportunities to appropriate and convert into racist plots to collect political points. This, subsequently, communicates the drawing of boundaries between an “us” and a “them”, leaving some in and Others out. This is not only an issue in Sweden, as the construction of a collective requires the construction of a stranger (Ahmed, 2000). There are however particularities in how strangers are recognized and who they are embodied by, and this is only one example of how “immigrants” are racialized as strangers in Sweden. 

This is how politicized belonging demonstrates how individuals might experience the boundaries of belonging to a collective in different ways (Yuval-Davis 2011, p. 2). According to Anthias, boundary-making can be a result of external factors, such as legal membership, but they can also be inscribed on the body through physical appearance or factors that are associated with racialized difference (2008, p. 9). As such, there is a certain limit to what belonging agents can claim. For racialized people, this is narrow as their bodies are often ascribed to other locations than Sweden. Social actors are therefore not free to choose their belongings outside the bounds of power (Carrillo Rowe, 2005, p. 21), which is when belonging becomes politicized and is no longer the result of an agentic emotive connection to a place or collective. Rather, our belongings are products of “complex interactions marked by historical and cultural conditions” (Stråth, 2008, p. 21). The following sections will explore this closely, how our social encounters and wider discourses influence how we belong. I will particularly focus on how whiteness operates in Sweden and argue that an Anglo-American understanding of racism does not translate to the Swedish context. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211543]3.2.1 Colorblindness in “a place without race”

There are many types of whiteness, for example, as Hübinette et al. (2012, p. 58) remind us, the Swedish whiteness is different from the Australian, the French and the American whiteness. In Sweden, the conversation about race has, according to the authors, not proceeded to the same extent as other Western countries (2012, p. 59). An “ethnic majority Swede” signifies a white Swede while “immigrant” connotes a non-white Swede. According to the authors, Swedishness merges with whiteness and has become the norm to aspire and adhere to (ibid, p. 60). Similarly, in Sweden it is more difficult to claim hyphenated identities. For example, British-Caribbean, French-Congolese or Chinese-American are widely accepted labels, whereas Swedish-Iranian is not as accepted, unless the person is of mixed heritage (Adolfsson, 2021, p. 5; Lind, 2012, p. 91). It is through this understanding that essentialized identities based on heritage emerge in Sweden, in which racialized people are denied membership to “Sweden”. Much of the Anglo-American race critical research does not translate to Sweden, or other Scandinavian[footnoteRef:5] contexts, which is also argued by Gullestad (2006), Andersson (2010) and Mathisen (2020) in the Norwegian context; and Hübinette (2017; 2019; Hübinette & Lundström, 2020), Pringle (2006), Miller (2016) in the Swedish context. A lot of the Anglo-centric race critical work that I have presented in this thesis is useful in providing a foundational understanding of how racism operates. There are however some fundamental cultural differences in how an imagined common (racial and cultural) heritage constructs an “in-group” and therefore also constructs a contrasting Other. In this regard, Anglo-centric research (with different colonial histories) is inadequate in capturing the full sense of the experiences of racialized belonging in Sweden. This is why this research provides additional perspectives on how belonging is politicized and how collective allocations of place belonging occur.  [5:  Similar claims have been made about the Netherlands, see Rose (2022)] 

“Iranian” women are racialized differently depending on where their bodies are placed. In Sweden, they are compared to the stereotype of the Swedish woman as light, blonde, tall and blue-eyed which is a vision that is extended globally and shared worldwide. In an article about the Miss Sweden pageant, Mattsson and Pettersson examined the boundary-making of the competition and how it racialized national belonging. They write: 

“In the 1950s Miss Sweden pageant, racialized beauty standards set the limits of national belonging. Although girls with different shades of hair and eye-colour participated, those with blond hair and blue eyes were repeatedly referred to as genuinely Swedish girls, said to possess a real Swedish look. This idea is also present in expressions like ‘‘real Swedish blondes’’ (Veckorevyn 21/1952: 17) and ‘‘a Swedish blond and blue-eyed type’’ (Veckorevyn 23/1952: 21). These two features are highlighted as both qualities of beauty and Swedishness, reproducing racialized ideologies and discourses in which blue eyes and blond hair have historically been singled out as specific features of whiteness […]”. (2007, p. 240).

Mattson and Pettersson’s observations reiterate how the common perception of Swedishness is strongly associated with whiteness. Sweden has historically engaged in racist projects of purifications of the Swedish population (SOU 2000:20), that has resulted in the global perception of Swedes as embodying certain phenotypical features. This has led to a process whereby even white-skinned Swedes are racialized for falling outside of the limited frame of what the imagined ethnic label of “Swedish” entails. As such, some white-skinned Swedes are racialized in Sweden in a way they would not be in other white-majority countries. “Swedishness” is understood as encompassing phenotypical as well as cultural signifiers. Proximity to whiteness can therefore be phenotypical or cultural. For example, Italians and Persians who might share phenotypical similarities will be categorized differently in Sweden. 

To elaborate on this, I understand culture as an aspect of racialization that works together with phenotypical features, but can also stand alone. Osanami Törngren et al. (2018) find that Swedes often perceive themselves are superior for believing in liberal values, such as gender equality. In contrast to this, the authors find that many were often reluctant to non-European partners for not sharing these values (ibid., p. 7). In the study they investigated whether Swedes would be open to relationships with non-Swedish people. Preferably, white Swedes primarily selected Scandinavians, Western or Southern Europeans. Their second preference was Central/Eastern European or Latin American. Least preferred were South/East Asians, Africans and Middle Easterners. Non-white adoptees were desirable based on their continent of origin, with Latin American being most preferred and Africans least preferred. The Italian will therefore be understood as non-Swedish, but still perceived as desirable. 

Boundaries therefore work in a complex mix of origin, culture and phenotypical features, to constructs non-blondes as Others and create a shared image of national belonging (Sawyer 2000; Mattsson 2004; 2005). It therefore constructs the idea of a Swedishness as a space that foreigners or immigrants cannot have access to (Anthias & Yuval-Davis 1993). It also shows how some cultures are more proximate to Swedishness than others, based on the self-perception of superiority among Swedes. This creates a power dynamic whereby the “in-group” who conform to the shared imaginative image of what Swedishness is, have the power to draw boundaries and grant belonging. As Yuval-Davis has emphasized, the negotiations of belonging are not mutual, but depend on social actors’ relative power positions (2011, p. 17). 

Processes of boundary-making and creating an imaginative “us” and an “in-group” is, much like other processes of collective belonging, also gendered in addition to being racialized. As Mattsson & Pettersson (2007, p. 236) have previously demonstrated, Miss Sweden uses the female body to create an embodied and gendered symbol of the nation. What consequences does this have for the racialized Swedish woman? The individual bodies of the representative beauty queens of Swedishness create and uphold beauty standards that are inherent to whiteness, which is detrimental to all women, but further unfavorable for those found on the intersections of gender and racialization. 

“Colorblindness” in Sweden is understood as a determining factor in racialized Swedes’ identity building. In one study of transnational adoptees in Sweden, Hübinette & Andersson (2012) found that words such as “race” and “racism” were rarely used by the interviewees in the study. Rather, they preferred using the term “ethnicity” or “culture” to denote racialization. This, the authors argue, is exemplified by the colloquial expression “ethnic Swedes”, which signifies white Swedes. Swedes who do not adhere to the white, secular norm are referred to as “immigrants”, regardless of whether they have migrated or not. Racialized bodies are therefore equivalent to immigrants. In efforts of upholding colorblindness, euphemistic expressions have emerged as a result of avoiding conversations about race, while simultaneously differentiating between white Swedes and Swedes of color. Regarding the invisibility of the non-white body, Ahmed aptly writes: 

“When we talk about “a sea of whiteness” or “white space”, we talk about the repetition of the passing by of some bodies and not others, and yet non-white bodies do inhabit white spaces; we know this. Such bodies are made invisible when spaces appear white, at the same time as they become hypervisible when they do not pass, which means they “stand out” and “stand apart.” You learn to fade into the background, but sometimes you can’t, or you don’t.” (Ahmed 2012, p. 42).

My understanding and adaptation of Ahmed’s account above is not merely of (in)visibility, in the sense that it is only relates to vision, but also to normativity and culture in an intricate way. Swedish colorblindness, according to Miller (2016), has its roots in Swedish social democracy. The political steps towards liberal, progressive and generous welfare state were taken based on ideas of inclusion and community. As Hylland Eriksen (2013, p. 7) points out, there is no linguistic distinction between equality and similarity, in Norwegian or Swedish, they are both translated to “Likhet”. Gullestad (2002; 2006) claims that Scandinavian egalitarianism is accompanied by an assumption of “sameness”. This, Gullestad claims, leads to social actors being forced to view themselves as the same to feel of equal value (2006, p. 170). As such, in social interactions, differences are often downplayed and instead people tend to seek commonalities among each other. Often when differences are considered too considerable, avoidance tends to be a common strategy. This can also play a crucial role in the erasure of racialized bodies as non-Swedish, because sameness cannot always be sought or established. 

However, it must also be acknowledged that efforts of colorblindness can be an act of erasure of a racist and colonial past. As Hübinette & Andersson (2012) claim, the “master signifier of Swedishness” is a colonial past that is guarded and protected by “an official memory loss” (p. 102). Sweden has a dark past of racial biology with the goal of “purifying” its population, in attempts of constructing a bio-racial norm that would come to be synonymous with Swedishness (Miller, 2016, p. 383). As Miller reminds us, Sweden’s IRB instituted a sterilization program that depended upon ideologies of race, ethnicity, gender and culture that determined worth of reproduction (ibid, p. 384). Through these practices and ideologies, Sweden has constructed an imagined community of a nation that values sameness in all manners. This flashback to Sweden’s past reminds us why Swedishness is equated to embodied whiteness and the politics of belonging and boundary making practices that are inherent to it. Werner (2014, p. 49) explains Swedish racial reality as such:

“The close relationship between Swedishness and whiteness is evident in the [nearly total] invisibility of non-white Swedishness. Swedes who are not white are defined by white, normalizing, society as belonging [altogether] to other ethnicities and cultures. In this respect, Sweden differs from many other countries. Although Britishness, Frenchness,or Americanness is primarily white, for everyone except racists, these countries see [little or] no contradiction between nationality and color.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Pringle (2006) makes a similar argument, stating that political projects have ideologically equated the government and civil society. ] 


I have thus far showed where many scholars critique Sweden’s color blindness and how it has originated from Swedish ideas of sameness. In this quest however, many tend to idealize how racism is dealt with elsewhere, as Werner writes above. Werner glorifies Britain, France and the US for not seeing contradiction “between nationality and color”, as if these countries are not infested with racism too. Although the US, France and the UK are leading conversations about racism as opposed to Sweden, racism still prevails, and as many scholars have argued, has only changed shape. As Brewer & Heitzeg write about racism in the US, there has been a shift from “de jure racism codified explicitly into the law and legal systems to a de facto racism where people of color, especially African Americans, are subject to unequal protection of the laws, excessive surveillance, extreme segregation, and neo–slave labor via incarceration, all in the name of crime control” (2008, p. 626). I therefore agree with much of the analysis regarding the state of Swedish race relations today and how injustices due to racialization is often ignored. I do not however agree with how many authors glorify other white-majority countries simply due to acknowledging that racism exists. As such, racism exists in white-majority countries, as it does in Sweden, my point is however that racism in Sweden is fundamentally different, which is why the women in this study will navigate and understand their belonging differently to that of second generations in other white-majority countries. 

It is towards this background that the women in this study navigate Swedish society as racialized others while debating their belonging. The colorblindness, rather than a discursive observation within academia, is very much reflected in Swedish politics. In 2014, “race” was attempted to be removed officially as a category of identity or legal complaint in Swedish law (Miller, 2016, p. 388). Minister of integration Erik Ullenhag argued that this was due to that “it builds on the idea that there are different races and risks spreading prejudice” (SVT, 2014). This is viewed as an anti-racist gesture in general, but it can also be perceived as an attempt of erasing ethnic bodies by stressing sameness. Pringle (2006, p. 237) makes an observation regarding this, stating that Swedes often attribute racial inequality to mere inexperience in living with cultural diversity. However, as Pringle notes, labor migration from Turkey and southern Europe started in the 1960s. In comparison, significant extra European immigration to the United Kingdom started in the 1940s and is considered to be more “experienced”. Pringle then asks, how long can a discourse continue, that claims we have not had enough time to learn to live with cultural diversity? In chapter 5, I ask this of the women who inform this study and ask how Sweden has changed as a place for the racialized and a cultural Other, in their lived experience, and how it has affected their place belonging. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211544]3.2.2 Are Iranians white?

I repeatedly mention racialization of “Iranians”, and in this section I aim to clarify my understanding of it and how I aim to use the term going forward. I find racialization useful as a term to describe a process in which people are filtered through a regime of vision that invokes histories and geographies of race (Saldanha, 2006, p. 11). This will naturally differ between people and places, which is why I want to specify the characteristics of how Iranians tend to be racialized.  

As I have stressed before, it is important to note that many aspects of Anglocentric literature of racialization cannot always be translated to Sweden. Many “Iranian” women have faced and continue to face an era in which they are becoming increasingly racialized. Racialization is rooted in histories of colonization in which phenotypical features come to life through what Saldanha (2006, p. 11) calls “a racialized regime of vision”, which subsequently invokes geographies and histories of colonization. Throughout a historic shift where Islamophobia is increasingly racializing people from West Asia, Iranians find themselves in a shift where they are transitioning from desired Aryans to undesired Muslims. I discuss this, what I call “fall from grace”, in section 4.1. For example, in the US, Middle Easterners are categorized as “white” in the census. This is however not reflective of how they navigate Swedish (or any other Western) society. As I discussed in subsection 3.2.1, the phenotypical features that constitute whiteness in Sweden are narrower in range in comparison to other Western countries, which is yet another example of how Anglocentric ideas of racialization do not translate to a Scandinavian context.

This is not to say that “Iranians” are not racialized in the US. Although they are formally recognized as white, the social reality for Middle Easterners in the US entails systematic marginalization as “foreigners and un-American” (Eidgahy & Pérez, 2022, p. 2). “Iranians” are not a racially homogenous group; therefore everyone will be racialized differently, specifically with reference to other intersecting factors. However, in contrast to the US, the phenotypical limitation to what an in-group member constitutes in Sweden is drastically different. Therefore, the requirements of insider membership are much more limited in comparison to other Western countries (Mattsson & Pettersson, 2007). For the women in this group, as we will see, they are filtered differently through the Swedish white gaze, which is inherently different from the American (or British) white gaze. There are therefore different ethno-racial boundaries that women must navigate in Sweden, rather than other white-majority countries in the West. 

Within Anglocentric literature on racialization of Middle Easterners, many authors are arguing that the legal categorization of Middle Easterners as “white” is an inaccurate reflection of how they navigate society (Tehranian, 2020; Eidgahy & Pérez, 2022; Lajevardi, 2020). In Sweden, and Scandinavia more widely, extra-European “immigrants” or people with extra-European heritage never have their racialization formally disputed. Rather, the scholarship highlights colorblindness and a reluctance to admit that there are any phenotypical differences which cause racialized Swedes to be treated differently (Adolfsson, 2021; Lind, 2012; Hübinette, 2012, Gullestad, 2006). It is mainly for this reason that I argue that the Anglocentric literature does not always translate to Scandinavian contexts. 

For this reason, in chapter 5 I discuss religion and racialization and how women perceive themselves as Muslims and how it coincides with other aspects of their belonging. Many researches have spoken about an ongoing “muslimification of racism” in Europe, which encompasses gender as an important component as well (Essed and Trienekens 2008; Bulmer and Solomos 2009; Vassenden and Andersson 2011). Islamophobia is fundamentally a perception of essentialized Muslim difference, whereby Muslims are assumed to act and think in a particular way because of their religious beliefs or adherence, which, Bangstad reminds us, is reproducing similar essentializing reason that occurs in other systems of racism (2014, pp. 21-22). This undoubtedly has socio-spatial consequences, which I argue in section 5.5. However, with this group, it is important to have a nuanced understanding of what Islamophobia can mean, as it does not necessarily pertain to religious beliefs. As I have discussed in the contextual chapter, Iranians who live outside of Iran can often hold Islamophobic tendencies about Islam as a religion, but are also subject to Islamophobia based on cultural factors, such as names and traditions, but also through embodying what a Muslim is understood to be. 

Previously in this chapter I have often referred to belonging to “imagined communities”. Every social actor plays a role in boundary making by continually imagining and articulating categories, values and beliefs to which they choose to affiliate and subsequently construct boundaries of inclusion and exclusion through webs of power, public discourse and everyday socio-spatial practices (Mathisen, 2020; Anderson, 1991; Taylor, 2004). The emphasis on communities as imagined therefore stems from its rootedness in historically and geographically situated understandings, and are therefore not essential and absolute definitions, rather they are of constantly constructed and changing meanings. Subsequently, Swedishness is not an essentialized label of a homogeneous group, it is constantly under construction and negotiation. It is my understanding that agents do however have various claims to Swedishness depending on various intersecting subject positions. In chapter 5 I analyze how participants perceive their belonging and societal positionality and how these are intertwined. 

The justification for focusing on social encounters of racism stems from personal experiences[footnoteRef:7] and from my experiences in the field, in which I have found that most participants remember specific instances where we have been treated with racism. Some participants would often describe racist words and expressions they remember being victims of repeatedly. Often times, racism was experienced within micro scale social encounters. This is not to say that they are not privy to and victims of systemic racisms, but rather to amplify the importance of social encounters in their influence of belongings.  [7:  This is developed and explored in a discussion about positionality in the methodological chapter] 


Social encounters have been subject to much scholarly scrutiny. Some geographers have emphasized the importance of everyday micro-scale situations, claiming that low level sociability, such as holding doors and talking to each other in shops results in mutual acknowledgement (Laurier & Philo, 2006). However, Valentine (2008) has contested the positive influence of micro-scale encounters, claiming that mere proximity is not equivalent to respect, and that mutually courteous behavior does not result in respect for difference. Instead, she argues that everyday convivial encounters mark a culture of tolerance which leaves the issue of intersecting identities unaddressed (ibid., p. 334) (see also Wilson, 2017). In the Danish context, Lapina (2018) examines movement in Denmark, and who can pass and move and navigate Danishness. She found that there are markers and capital that can construct social actors as “desirable migrants”, for example education, employability, linguistic fluency or “appropriate” gender performances. Such encounters highlight how structures of violence and power manifest and “are reinforced in mundane, everyday spaces and encounters” (p. 66). By asking participants what experiences of racisms stand out to them, we can trace threads of causality between racialization[footnoteRef:8] and belonging and subsequently attempt to understand how they express their belonging and why. The aim is therefore to understand to what extent the participants’ experiences of racialization determine and influence how they negotiate their belonging to place. However, as I have previously stressed, this must be done through an intersectional framework, which I will now turn to discuss.  [8:  And multiple other factors that play a role in structuring power, as the next section will discuss] 

[bookmark: _Toc130211545]3.2.3 Intersectionality and double minoritization

Racialization is inherently geographical in that it operates differentially through space. As such, intersectionality becomes a “geographical mode of analysis that manifests differentially across places” (Sircar, 2022, p. 4). Understanding the geographies of belonging through an intersectional perspective therefore requires a plurality of perspectives, in addition to the standard Anglocentric viewpoint. 

Women of “Iranian” heritage experience multiple forms of oppression, which is why an intersectional framework is helpful in understanding their negotiations of belonging. The factors that emerged through the data that I will be looking at are: religion, gender, racialization, ethnicity, ableism and sexuality. In this thesis, intersectionality will be used as a heuristic tool to examine power dynamics within the group internally as well as externally. It is also a useful tool in reconciling lived experiences and theory (Lewis, 2013). 

Intersectionality reminds us that several forms of oppression operate together in producing injustice, and cannot therefore be reduced to one type, as race, or gender (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 21). It is therefore applied as a means to understand the varying premises for which belonging is negotiated among the participants, depending on the social positionings they inhabit. I use intersectionality as a heuristic tool, meaning that I find it useful in illuminating how social categories and processes of identification and categorization find meaning, but also acknowledge “that it does not prescribe which identities, categories, or processes are mutually constructing” (Lindsay, 2013, p. 447). 

An intersectional perspective is useful in attempting to understand the multiple factors that facilitate a push and pull dynamic between community identities. What grievances, interactions and discourses cause people to associate with certain labels and imagined communities? Subsequently, what spatial consequences do such negotiations have? While inhabiting the intersections of racialized and women, not only do they tend to be marginalized within both discourses, but also while negotiating positions as “double minorities”. I use this term to describe those participants who are minoritized in their countries of origin as ethnic minorities and their host land as racialized subjects. In other words, I aim to comparatively analyze, for example, whether Kurdish, Azeri, or Baluch women negotiate their belongings differently from majority group (Persian Iranian) women, which is further negotiated alongside a multitude of other factors, such as sexuality, neurodivergence, (visible) religiosity and whatever factors they associate with that have influenced their belonging. 

I have previously highlighted the emergences of intersectionality as a concept and the gap it filled within theoretical knowledge and its roots within the feminist and civil rights movements in the USA and feminist theory. Although the concept is absolutely relevant in Sweden too, as I have argued above, it does not directly translate to Nordic contexts, and therefore needs specification as Sweden and the US have different histories of racism. Within Swedish research, as I have stated before, immigration and racialization are often muddled categories. In one study by Axelsson Fisk et al. from 2021, the authors apply an intersectional framework in comparing “immigrant” Swedes to “native Swedes”. Again, this does not tell us what bodies are being compared, but rather it reiterates “immigrant” as a racialized label.  

Intersectionality has recently permeated all social scientific disciplines, human geography included. Feminist geographers have advanced our understandings of social divisions and emphasized a focus on space and place in intersectional studies (Valentine, 2008; McDowell, 2008; 1999; Rose, 1993; Kobayashi & Peake, 1994; Mollett & Faria, 2018). An important aspect of intersectional theory is the emphasis on context and place as a consequence. Regarding this, Anthias claims that a focus “on location and translocation recognizes the importance of context, the situated nature of claims and attributions and their production in complex and shifting locales” (2002, p. 276). Similarly, Valentine reminds us that “in particular spaces there are dominant spatial orderings that produce moments of exclusion for particular social groups” (Valentine 2007, p. 19). Massey (2005, p. 10) claimed “identities/entities, the relations “between” them and the spatiality, which is part of them, are all co-constitutive”. From this point of departure, applying geographical theoretical developments of space and place can offer varying perspectives on the relation between categories, power relations and spatiality and therefore contribute a more contextualized and dynamic view of intersectional relations (Rodó-de-Zárate & Baylina, 2018, p. 549). 

Mulinari and de los Reyes attentively scrutinize and revisit Nordic scholarship on gender and intersectionality. They find that dismissal of race within the Nordic countries is prevalent within scholarly enquiries as well. They specifically point to one article by Widerberg (2017), regarding which they write: 

“Widerberg is clear in rejecting the relevance of racism in Nordic gender studies, a topic she suggests should be located in a US context: “we searched after our own differences to show that there are many ways to be a woman” (Widerberg, 2017, p. 88, our translation). This search for “our own” differences leaves the reader wondering why this search never “found” the exploitation of female migrant workers in the Nordic countries or considered the expropriation of land and water of indigenous communities as relevant differences to explore.” (2020, p. 8)

By locating racism “elsewhere” and distancing it as a faraway occurrence, Widerberg erases the experiences of racialized Swedish women in avoidance of discussions of racism and its detrimental consequences (Lewis, 2013). Nordic theorists therefore have a tendency to conform to what de los Reyes and Mulinari refer to as hegemonic feminism, which they define as “a form of femo-nationalism framed through a feminism agenda of gender equality as a Swedish value” (2020, p. 2) (see also Liinason, 2011). This notwithstanding, such upholding of hegemonic feminism culminates in academic bordering practices. Lewis (2013, p. 878) similarly addresses the neglect of “race” as a relevant analytic term within social scientific inquiry, and reiterates that it has been neglected in Europe, primarily in Germany and Scandinavia (see also Gingrich, 2004; Hübinette & Tigervall, 2009; Hervik 2004; de los Reyes & Mulinari, 2020). An excerpt from Lewis’ work eloquently describes the need for intersectionality in European, especially Scandinavian, contexts:

“In other words, there is a discursive circuitry in which the signifiers “race,” “religion” […] “ethnicity,” and “culture” are not only linked together through processes of racialization but are also metonymically tied to crime, gender despotism, homophobia, cultural invasion, and erosion of “European values” (Pred 2000; Seymour 2010)” (2013, p. 879)

As such, intersectionality is highly relevant within European contexts as well, even though race relations and racisms differ from the context in which it emerged. This framework, as such, becomes a tool for exploring “endless opportunities for interrogating one’s own blind spots and transforming them into analytic resources for further critical analysis” (Davis, 2009, p. 77). 

De los Reyes and Mulinari form similar arguments as Yuval-Davis (2006) and Anthias (2011), who propose a focus on positionality rather than identity traits. Anthias (2011; 2012) reiterates that complex social relations ought not be reduced to identity markers, such as gender or class, because these do not exist as fixed groups. Rather, the boundary making practices and group delegations must be understood as socially made and unmade. Subsequently, inequality and difference are not innate attributes of agents. However, as Mathisen reminds us, it is important to stress that individuals experience said processes leading to unequal outcomes (2020, p. 71). According to Anthias, intersectionality then entails “a social process related to practices and arrangements, giving rise to particular forms of positionality for social actors” (2006, p. 27). Instead of an intersectional perspective based on identity markers, Anthias therefore suggests positionality that may shift according to time and place. She suggests four social arenas in which positionalities and hierarchies are embodied and articulate within: 


“• Organizational (structural position): this focuses on how population categories are organized within institutional frameworks, e.g. family structures and net- works, educational systems, political and legal systems, the state apparatus and the system of policing and surveillance.

• Representational (discourses): this focuses on the images and texts, the documents and information flow around social divisions in different institutional frameworks.

• Intersubjective (practices): this focuses on practices in relation to others, including non-person actors such as the police, the social security system and so on. It also denotes patterns of practices of identity and otherness (such as practices of bonding, friendship and distancing).

• Experiential (narratives): this focuses on narratives relating to meaning-making and sociality (including the affective, the emotional and the body). This includes narrations of identification, distinction and othering.” (Anthias, 2013, p. 11)


In this thesis I use the latter, experiential positionalities, as a heuristic tool. Rather than focusing only on individual level interactions, I draw on the participants’ interviews to examine how they perceive the discourses and politics of belonging, and what effect said factors have on their personal negotiations of belonging. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211546]3.3 Belonging to place

Belonging can be attached to material things, to communities and peoples, to ideas and imaginaries, but this thesis is concerned with how places are given meaning for the women in this study for belonging to subsequently be produced. This is a wide definition, as it is contingent on how place is emotionally and materially mediated. For example, “place” here also includes imagined places for women living in exile. Place belonging therefore reflects how the social processes through which collective constructions of place emerge result in significance for belonging (Grey & O’Toole, 2020, p. 207). Collective identification and our self-perceptions can therefore not be separated from our understandings of place, or as Dixon & Durrheim aptly phrased: “questions of “who we are” are often intimately related to questions of “where we are” (2000, p. 27). Places, much like the people who inhabit them, contain multiple complex identities that are never fixed. Social relations construct places, which are constantly changing. Therefore, the places themselves are also dynamic (Massey, 1994, p. 169). Place attachments can change over time according to life stage, depending on many simultaneous factors from structural to personal (Seamon, 1980; 2013). 

Everyday inhabitations of spaces produce awareness of places and subsequently belonging. Our everyday interactions with them provide a sense of familiarity and security, a sense of “home”. Fenster (2005) uses the work of de Certeau to show how “using” the city can be an expression of spatial belonging. For her, the right to use the city and the right to belong are interconnected (pp. 222-223). She uses de Certeau’s “the Practice of Everyday Life” to demonstrate that place belonging is produced through habitual use of space within the banality of everyday life and activities. She writes: 

What de Certeau constructs is a model of how ‘we make a sense of space through walking practices, and repeat those practices as a way of overcoming alienation’ (Leach, 2002, p. 284). de Certeau actually defines the process in which a sense of belonging is established by repeated fulfilment of the right to use. Belonging and attachment are built here on the base of accumulated knowledge, memory and intimate corporal experiences of everyday use, mainly by walking. Use of public spaces creates informal claims, which take place as part of the casual daily encounters between people or groups. It usually takes place when individuals wish to appropriate sections of public settings for various reasons, sometimes to achieve intimacy or anonymity or for social gatherings, mostly temporary. Claim and appropriation of space are a construct of everyday walking practices that de Certeau notes. These practices, which are repetitive, engage what Bell (1999) defines as ‘performativity and belonging’. Performativity as a replication and repetition of certain performances, which are associated with ritualistic practices with which communities colonize various territories. These performances are in fact the realization of the right to use in certain spaces and through them a certain attachment and belonging to place is developed (Leach, 2002). Using urban spaces as a practice of belonging is expressed in the development of special knowledge that women and men experience in their environment (Fenster, 2005, pp. 222-223).

I follow this understanding of how place belonging is produced. Racialized people in Sweden make the same informal claims to spaces as everyone else, yet, are often socio-politically denied certain spatial belongings. Place identities therefore become arbitrary categories for racialized subjects who can move within certain spaces, but not claim them as their own. Therefore, I repeatedly question who inhabits these places in order to produce them. What bodies construct these places? Fenster uses a feminist critique with the work mentioned above and makes the argument that women are often excluded from the city. I build on this and make the argument that white place-making is inherently racist, with people in Sweden being ascribed place belongings to a limit amount of (racialized) places that they are allowed to inhabit. As a result of this, I am not necessarily concerned with a scalar analysis of racialized belonging, but rather I am interested in place making, and how belonging is re-worked to correlate with what racialized Swedes feel they are allowed to belong to. 

Place belonging does not have to be public, it can also entail a recognition of home, “where there is imagined to be the security of a false stability and an apparently reassuring boundedness” (Massey, 1994, p. 169). “Home” however goes beyond mere domesticity and a physical house and rather becomes a sentiment. It can therefore be understood as a dwelling, a mere physical house. Additionally, as Blunt and Dowling write, home is also “an idea, an imaginary that is imbued with feelings” (2006, p. 2). It is therefore important to note that “home” does not necessarily have to be attached to a house, but rather, “imaginaries of home can be connected to numerous places at multiple geographical scales” (ibid, p. 88). Such micro-geographies are not solely individualized matters that are exclusively a production of how the Self relates to its physical and material environment. There are internal and agentic aspects to how belonging is produced, but there are also external and discursive influences that can impact how we choose to belong, or how we feel like we are allowed to belong, and how we understand our physical and material surroundings.  Home, as Caluya (2011) has shown, can be used as a nationalistic metaphor to highlight an imagined community based on state borders that draws boundaries between people. Miller (2001, p. 1) has shown that houses can demonstrate material cultures that represent both appropriations of the larger world, as well as the representation of that world within our private domain. For this reason, I do not have a fixed definition of “home”, rather, I acknowledge that it can encompass various meanings for different people. Instead, I am interested in how second-generation “Iranian” women in Sweden negotiate what “home” means to them. 

Indeed, place belonging can occur on a multitude of geographical scales. Previous studies have shown how belonging can be attached to the domestic space (Walsh, 2006; Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Blunt, 2005; Duncan & Lambert, 2007), the locale (Fenster, 2005; Mee, 2009; Savage et al., 2004) and the national homeland (Ho 2009; Westwood & Phizacklea, 2000). As these scholars demonstrate, there are many more borders within and beyond the nation-state which can be equally important points of inquiry in addition to the nation-state. I share the concerns of Wimmer and Glick-Schiller regarding the rising “methodological nationalism” (2002) within academia. They argue that the prevailing assumption that the nation-state is the natural social and political form of the modern world is a result of nation-state building experiences of the West, and that we, as researchers, need to adapt to “new objects of observation” (ibid, p. 301). I am therefore not concerned with a binary understanding of whether these women belong in Iran or Sweden, rather, I ask what places and meaningful to them and why. My intention is to explore a causal relation between racialized experiences in Sweden and how that re-configures the spatial and scalar consequences of belonging. 

I call for a shift of focus from place belonging as solely an agentic construct, to a recognition and exploration of belonging as limited for racialized people with further intersecting qualities that limits them from inhabiting certain places and subsequently producing belongings to those places. Working class people and racialized women have reduced agency in choosing their belonging. Most of the literature on elective belonging admits classist obstacles to agentic belonging, but does not take into consideration any further inequalities in addition to social class. I have previously critiqued Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst’s term “elective belonging” for researching agency in belonging without considering intersections that limit it in how belonging is “chosen”. Elective belonging challenges the traditional idea of belonging occurring where one is “born and bred” (2005, p. 38), but lacks perspectives on race, gender, ability and other factors that influences socio-spatial belonging. Their contribution is useful in furthering our ideas of mobile belonging and how belonging can be generated when a “chosen” place of residence compatible and consistent with individual life stories. They specify that elective belonging is not a universal concept, rather there is a classist element to what people that can uproot their lives and re-place their dwelling elsewhere. 

Jeffery (2018) makes a contribution to the debate of elective belonging through adding “prescribed belonging” as a tool for understanding how working-class residents lack of agency and choice in how belonging is produced. This moves closer to the conceptualization of place belonging that I am trying to reach. It is undoubtedly helpful in furthering our understanding of how class influences belonging, however, it is insufficient if it does not demonstrate how class can intersect with other factors in influencing how people form attachments to place. Such a lack of specificity of what and whose belonging is being analyzed furthers an understanding of place as open for all to claim. However, we know that places are exclusionary and bordered and that racialized people do not have the same level of choice and autonomy, regardless of class positionality, as their white counterparts. 

Neither the work of Jeffery (2018) or Savage et al. (2005) engages with racialized understandings of place and how spatial segregation separates what people are allowed to belong. This is a crucial element that is often overlooked in studies of belonging. Black geographers have acknowledged this, not specifically in relation to belonging, but rather in geography generally. Their work provides crucial perspectives of critical geographies. As McKittrick has critiqued, “traditional geography” adopts a vantage point that is inherently white, patriarchal, Eurocentric, heterosexual and classed (2006, p. 14). This is echoed by Hawthorne (2019) who argues that there is a tendency within geography to disregard racist conditions that have formed the discipline, which she argues, is a way to cleanse it off its history (Hawthorne & Meché, 2016). The critique I direct is not that a racialized understanding of place belonging and racialized geographies do not exist, rather, I problematize that it is often, in the most prominent research of place belonging, disregarded as a unit of analysis. An acceptance of normative whiteness within academia, and geography in particular, has caused a disregard for theoretical tools that capture the ongoing productions of race and racisms through the production of space. 
 
Practices of domination, sustained by a unitary vantage point, naturalize both identity and place, repetitively spatializing where nondominant groups “naturally” belong” (McKittrick, 2006, p. 16). I find the following section from McKittrick’s work very useful in explaining how racial-sexual bodies are out of place: 

[…] naturalization of “difference” is, in part, bolstered by the ideological weight of transparent space, the idea that space “just is,” and the illusion that the external world is readily knowable and not in need of evaluation, and that what we see is true. If who we see is tied up with where we see through truthful, commonsensical narratives, then the placement of subaltern bodies deceptively hardens spatial binaries, in turn suggesting that some bodies belong, some bodies do not belong, and some bodies are out of place (2006, pp. 15-16). 

I find this understanding of racialized spaces useful in providing a basis towards understanding how the women in this study negotiate their belonging to place as racialized women living in Sweden. It is however specific to black women, whereas “Iranian” women do not experience the same racialized grievances as the previously mentioned group. However, I want to explore how the women in this study experience that those boundaries are drawn between themselves and what they perceive to be the dominant group, and how such phenomena are classes, racialized, gendered, alongside intersecting factors, and subsequently the spatial consequences of such boundary-making. For this reason, Anglocentric race-relations are insufficient in explaining Scandinavian phenomena of racialization, but still provide a useful theoretical basis for further investigation. As I have shown in the previous sections, the desired qualities (whether embodied or cultural) that are required for membership to “Sweden” are very limited, which, as I have previously argued, has spatial consequences. 

As I have highlighted in in subsection 3.2.1, the national is often a scale of belonging that racialized Swedes are not allowed to claim as their own. It is an exclusionary ethnic label that connotes whiteness, and therefore most women in this study feel excluded from it. This has interesting spatial consequences, as other micro-geographies become more salient in how place belonging is expressed. This connects to the claim that McKittrick makes, when she explains how some bodies do not belong and are out of place. There are certain spatialities that racialized women are confined to and are not allowed to move beyond. As such, there is undoubtedly agency in place belonging for racialized women, however, that agency is much more limited than for white Swedes. 

Within this lack of race critical geographies of belonging that I point to, there is also a general critique that studies of belonging tend to focus on larger scales, such as the national, rather than dedicating focus to how belonging is produced locally (Tomaney, 2015, p. 508). It is known that migrants’ practices of home-making differ from non-mobile people, as they often try to recreate the homeland within the domestic space (Boccagni, 2016). Home as a domestic space is therefore also explored in studies of belonging as an important scalar unit. It often becomes a way of remembering the past and reproducing safety through material relations (Fletcher, 1999). Wessendorf’s (2010) research on local attachments of second-generation Italians in Switzerland finds that this group become embedded in the context they grew up in, which is subsequently characterized by their parents’ nostalgia and desire to return, while simultaneously expressing belonging to the city they grew up in. Similarly to this, Christensen & Jensen (2011) conduct research in Aalborg in Denmark among new migrants, and find that they often express belonging to Aalborg rather than to Denmark. I wish to explore similar attachments to place, but rather I am interested in second-generations and how they form attachments to place and facilitate place belonging. In the Swedish context, Gustafson (2009) conducts research of scalar belonging among Swedes and finds that mobile peoples tend to have a weaker sense of belonging. However, he uses absolutist terminology such as “native Swedes”, “respondents born abroad” or “immigrants”, which gives no indication of who embodies such a belonging. My focus is rather dedicated to how racialized women re-negotiate their belonging and subsequently what places become more salient in how they express their belonging, in order to understand how racialization has spatial consequences. 

As this section has shown, practices within the banality of everyday lives contributes to the construction of place (Fenster, 2005), through a process which de Certeau calls “a theory territorialization” (1984, p. 117), which is then produced by all who inhabit the city. He writes: 

“Space is a practical place. Thus, the street geometrically defined by urban planning is transformed into a space by walkers” (p. 117)

Places are also configurations of the social relations that occur within spaces, that consequently are imprinted by power, meaning and symbolism (Massey, 1994, p. 3). Therefore, spaces are also experienced and interpreted differently depending on those holding different positions within them. Places are therefore produced and experienced differently depending on the people who inhabit them. The point that I want to argue within this understanding vis-á-vis the agency of elective belonging is that racialized women experience the city differently and have to re-negotiate their belonging and subsequently attachment to place differently. 



[bookmark: _Toc130211547]3.4 Conclusion

I therefore aim to analyze the different ways that belonging can be re-negotiated and subsequently identify some consequences of their belonging being denied and how such boundary-making occurs, which leads to RQ1 and RQ3:

· How do “Iranian” women in Sweden negotiate their belonging, and what factors influence this process? 

· What are some self-identified causal links between racialization, gender, ableism, sexuality, religiosity, double-minoritization and non-belonging?  

Within this quest, I am also interested in identifying specific moments that the participants themselves highlight as determining events in how their belonging was denied. This is to improve our understanding of how belonging is politicized in Sweden and how various ways of boundary-making can occur that influence the spatial belonging of racialized women, which constitutes the basis for RQ2: 

· What are some spatial consequences of being denied belonging?

In this chapter, in addition to justifying the research questions that this thesis proposes, I have also explored the theoretical foundations of the thesis, which mainly draw from geographies of belonging and sociological ideas of politicized belonging. I have argued spatial aspects are often ignored within general studies of belonging, with emphasis on the political aspects of it. Within studies of place belonging specifically, I have shown that there is limited focus on how racialization disrupts belonging to place. Additionally, within studies of place belonging, “immigrant” is often conflated with racialized experiences of place, which is inaccurate, uncritical and insufficient in accounting for the belonging of this group. In justifying my research, I also critique the concept of agency within research of place belonging and argue that “elective belonging” (Savage et al. 2005; Jefferey, 2018) considers class as a decisive factor of who can “choose” belonging, but not racialization. 

I have presented my understanding of how place belonging is produced through everyday use of spaces, which is a process that everyone experiences to various extents. However, what is unique to this group, and other racialized people in Sweden, is that the process of facilitating attachment to place is often disrupted through politicized belonging. 

I have justified my use of an intersectional framework, with an additional focus on how ethnic minority groups experience what I call double minoritization. As I have repeatedly mentioned, Iran is an ethnically diverse country with contested borders, which means that people will relate to social groups, or “diaspora” communities in different ways. This naturally affects how belonging produced socio-politically. People who are minoritized within Iran will therefore experience minoritization within their “diasporic” group, and be minoritized by virtue of racialization in Sweden. Experiencing belonging through various minoritizing factors that intersect will mainly be explored through RQ3. This is following what Anthias (2013, p. 11) describes as experiential or narrational aspects of belonging, which focuses on “narratives relating to meaning-making and sociality (including the affective, the emotional and the body). This includes narrations of identification, distinction and othering.” 

I use much of the Anglocentric research on geographies of race to inform how place is constructed for some and excludes others. However, as I have shown in this chapter, it is useful in many ways but does not translate to how people experience racialization in Scandinavian contexts, where “colorblindness” adheres culturally. Processes of racialization can cause these women to re-negotiate their belonging, whether to other spatial entities, to imaginative places, or rework the boundaries of their belonging in other ways. 

In this chapter, I have mainly introduced the theoretical foundations of this research, but also justified the importance of focusing on spatial and political aspects of belonging, with particular attention to the racialized experience in Sweden. The next chapter will present the methodology that has been applied in order to answers the previously mentioned research questions. 








































[bookmark: _Toc130211548]4. Researching belonging: A methodological overview

This research is informed by feminist methodologies which acknowledge the importance of gender and gendered perspectives, placing particular importance on the experiences of women (Ahmet, 2009, p. 16). Therefore, this research falls into line with feminist and postcolonial studies that are aimed at making room for and listening to those who are marginalized and not heard (Ålund & Alinia, 2011; Mohanty, 1991; Spivak, 1988). It builds on fieldwork with 24 women who, in various ways, have links to Iran. Said links can be through forced belonging, which is often times the case for ethnic minorities who live under Iranian state occupation, or many other modes of attachments and associations that result in belonging. Primarily, in section 4.1 I will discuss the paradigmatical point of departure of the thesis. Subsequently, in 4.3 I will present the data collection methods and what specific research questions they are aimed at. Following this I dedicate one section to critical reflection on drawbacks due to data collection during a pandemic. I will also discuss motivations behind the research design and why I chose to use qualitative interviews to collect the empirical data. Intersectionality permeates and informs this methodology, which acknowledges the importance of viewing oppression as multiple systems that operate simultaneously through various social categories that are interdependent and overlapping. Intersectionality devotes particular attention to the experiences of women who are disadvantaged by in multiple ways, which has been key to how I selected participants using a snowballing method. Finally, I will discuss the ethical issues that are associated with positionality and bias when conducting in-group research. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211549]4.1 Introducing the participants

This section will introduce the women that inform this study based on pseudonyms, in addition to other identity markers that they consider important. Some factors are not always disclosed to protect their identities. 

The following table introduces some noteworthy positionalities of the participants that they have expressed themselves. Blank columns indicate that they did not express any positionalities within that category.

[bookmark: _Toc130211550]Table 1[footnoteRef:9]:  [9:  Information is only stated if declared or mentioned by the participant, if none is stated, it is for privacy reasons or because it was not mentioned] 

	Name
(Pseudonym)
	Age (during interview)
	Place of birth
	Religion
	Ethnicity
	Sexuality
	Other[footnoteRef:10] [10:  All participants come from refugee backgrounds and therefore started their lives in working class conditions. Some might have migrated to middle class positionalities with time, but all have had formative experiences in their early lives with limited resources, which has informed their belonging. Class positionality is only stated if it was mentioned by the participant in the interview] 


	Mahvash
	25
	Iran
	None
	Persian
	Bisexual
	ADHD/Bipolar
Working class

	Simin
	26
	
	Shia Islam
	Persian
	
	

	Jasmine
	23
	Sweden
	None
	Persian/Kurdish
	Bisexual
	ADHD
Middle class

	Rojin
	25
	
	None
	Kurdish
	
	

	Dilan
	21
	Sweden
	None
	Kurdish
	
	

	Lawen
	31
	
	None
	Kurdish
	
	

	Evin
	35
	Kurdistan
	None
	Kurdish
	
	Grew up working class

	Ameneh
	
	
	None
	Persian
	
	

	Gisou
	31
	Thailand
	None
	Qashqai
	
	Bipolar/ADD/Psychosis
Grew up working class

	Maral
	
	Sweden
	Shia Islam
	Afghan
	
	Working class

	Farah
	
	Iran
	None
	Afghan
	Bisexual
	

	Niko
	23
	Sweden
	Christian
	Persian
	Lesbian
	ADD/Bipolar

	Setareh
	21
	Sweden
	None
	Persian
	Lesbian
	Bipolar
Middle class

	Leyla
	23
	Sweden
	Sunni Islam
	Pakistani/Azeri
	
	Working class

	Amanda
	24
	Sweden
	None
	Finnish/Persian
	
	Middle class

	Hazal
	24
	Sweden
	None
	Azeri
	
	

	Shohreh
	23
	Sweden
	None
	Azeri
	
	

	Dania
	25
	Sweden
	None
	Persian
	
	

	Ruqia
	23
	Sweden
	Shia Islam
	Feyli Kurdish
	
	Hijabi
Working class

	Sepideh
	29
	Iran
	Shia Islam
	Persian
	
	Hijabi
Working class

	Minoo
	24
	Sweden
	Sunni Islam
	Baluch
	
	

	Mahnaz
	18
	Sweden
	Sunni Islam
	Baluch
	
	Working class

	Tala
	21
	Sweden
	None
	Persian
	
	

	Nilofar
	23
	Sweden
	None
	Persian
	Lesbian
	Working class




[bookmark: _Toc130211551]4.2 Belonging as knowledge

Belongings are dynamic, static and constantly changing, which makes the analysis of it equally complex. This thesis’ epistemological point of departure is that knowledge is socially constructed by people active in the research process. Therefore, as Schwandt (2000) suggest, researchers should attempt to understand the complex world of lived experience from the viewpoint of those who experience it. This thesis follows a constructivist paradigm that emphasizes the role of the researcher in the scientific inquiry, and acknowledges that the research cannot be independent from the researcher (Mertens & McLaughlin, 1995). Social categories and concepts, such as feminism, disability and sexuality are socially constructed phenomena that inhabit different meanings for different actors. Therefore, as Mertens & McLaughlin contend, some mental constructions may be in conflict with each other and can subsequently change perceptions of reality throughout the process of the study (p. 18). I discuss this in detail with reference to feminist methodologies in section 4.4.


[bookmark: _Toc130211552]4.3 Research questions and data collection methods

This thesis is based on a mixed qualitative methods approach, primarily by interviews and also visual methods by using pictures. Combining methods is encouraged within qualitative research (Bryman, 2006) and is especially encouraged when conducting research with people who hold marginalized positions in society (Cele, 2006; Darbyshire et al., 2005). Originally, the plan was to include the following data collection methods: 1) Semi-structured qualitative interviews, 2) photo-based interviews, for place attachments of imagined and/or faraway places and 3) focus groups to compare experiences. The latter was dismissed, primarily because of the pandemic, but also following some methodological considerations around what data focus groups could produce. The reasoning behind the initial inclination to include focus groups was to collectively spark conversations on belongings and compare experiences. An excerpt from my initial research proposal reads: 

“It is hypothesized that negotiating belonging is a struggle for many translocal subjects, therefore focus groups will be applied to explore comparative narratives of such experiences. As such, participants will be able to lead their own discussion to a certain extent and react to each other’s experiences of negotiating belonging and comparing them to develop patterns (May, 2011, p. 37). As group identity is formed by identifying collective others and the self in relation to a collective (Anthias, 2002, p. 497). Naomi Weisstein (1993, p. 200) reminds us that we must “look to the social context within which individuals live”. By using a sample of a group within which a collective sense is constructed, elaborated and negotiated we can understand how and why people attach to collectives (Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 1990; West & Zimmerman, 1991; Wilkinson, 1999).” 

The original plan was to conduct one interview ahead of the focus group, conduct an initial analysis, lead the focus groups, and then conduct the final interview to complete the missing data from the first interview, and to see if the focus groups sparked new insights and ways of expressing certain emotions among participants. 

During the process of sketching a research design, walking interviews were considered, for an extensive understanding of how everyday inhabitation of space produces place belonging. Instead of walking interviews, I decided to ask participants to bring photos to the interview of the places that meant the most to them and that they felt the strongest belonging to, in order to start conversations. Walking interviews were dismissed for one primary reason, and that is that belongings of the second generations are not always localized in one place and are often elsewhere too. I thought a mixed methods approach would be methodologically and theoretically productive, that could lead to knowledge that would not have been obtained by solely qualitative interview settings (Wernesjö, 2014, p. 56). Similarly, I believed meeting on several occasions could increase trust and rapport between researcher and participant, and also produce sentiments of inclusion within the research. However, there were many obstacles that hindered the initial research design, and in the following sections I will primarily discuss the drawbacks of the pandemics and subsequently reflect critically on methodological hinders in general. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211553]4.4 Attempts of “moving out of the text” and pandemic drawbacks

I embarked on the journey of fieldwork in October 2019. Initially in October, I dedicated much time to mapping the participants and making sure I found participants who covered the intersectional inclusivity I was aiming for[footnoteRef:11]. However, the interviews did not start until January 2020, which was the onset of the Coronavirus pandemic. Primarily, I planned to use social media, which already plays a central role in many people’s everyday lives, for participants to practice reflexivity of everyday belonging. However, I found that participants were lost in the events of their everyday lives and subsequently forgot to update their social media in relation to this study. Simultaneously, new measures of social distancing were introduced which obstructed some plans. As such, I had to think of new measures to gain insight into how place belongings are produced. I began conducting the research according to a loosely defined research design. Primarily, I began using my own network in order to follow the snowball method, which I will discuss in detail later. I dedicated much thinking to how I could engage participants in thinking about what places they attach their belonging to and why, and I started evaluating each interview in hopes of improving conversations and subsequently data production for the following ones. I wanted to follow England’s recommendation to “move outside the text” (2004, p. 297), because I believed it would be fruitful to add another dimension to the qualitative interviews. Non-verbal methods can aid participants in being reminded of their socio-spatial attachments and reflect upon them and visual images play a central role in what Brah calls “the diasporic imagination” (1996, p. 192). Many geographers fashionably engage in “walking interviews”, where participants and researcher walk and talk rather than sit in a quiet space (Riley & Holton, 2020). However, as previously mentioned, this was made difficult due to the pandemic, and it was also highly unethical to expose participants to potential danger. Additionally, it was important that participants could express place belonging to places they had never visited before or places that only exist in their imaginaries as well. The use of photos and photography-based interviews is, according to Liebenberg (2009), an appropriate method to use when researching people in marginalized positions. She argues that it may reduce the risk of cultural misrepresentation and misunderstanding when communication may be problematic (p.445-446). Wernesjö claims that this may help to reduce boundaries of understanding in the relationship between the researcher and those being researched (2014, p. 57). For the case of my interviews, cultural representation and understanding was not always an issue, rather, I used photography for a scalar understanding of belongings. If a participant claimed to belong to Sweden, for example, what imagery is attached to that belonging? I argue that it could help our understanding of how place belonging is facilitated and how people understand the places they inhabit.   [11:  I will discuss participant selection further in section 4.0] 


[bookmark: _Toc130211554]4.5 Turning experience into knowledge


In my interviews, I was inspired by Back’s “The Art of Listening” (2007). He argues for a certain kind of sociological listening that is sensitive to what is being said, and that challenges simplifying images and preconceptions. Sociological listening, he suggests, admits the excluded, the looked past, and allows the ‘out of place’ a sense of belonging. Back suggests an active form of listening that challenges the listener’s preconceptions and position while at the same time engages critically with the content of what is being said and heard (2007, p.23). Sociological listening thus turns attention to what is excluded in the abovementioned simplified images and is therefore careful to avoid reducing the complexities of the social world. As advocated by Back, sociological listening concerns linking individual experiences and stories to larger social and political processes and to investigate how these processes may enable and/or limit individuals in their everyday lives (pp.15; 23). It is important to note however, as Wernesjö reminds us, that sociological listening is not about reproducing what is being said, or forcing individual experiences into predefined theoretical frames (2014, p. 56). Rather, Back calls for a balance between theory as an analytical tool while simultaneously remaining sensitive to presumption and instances that may be surprising during the data collection process. 
This follows a constructivist tradition, which aims to interpret and contextualize experiences of the participants, rather than generalizing (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Knowledge gained from interviews stems from conversations between researcher and participant (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995), which also means that “the researcher does not have direct access to people’s experiences but to the representations and articulations of these” (Alinia 2004, p.132). This is an important distinction, because the data presented is only what participants want to share and disclose. Consequently, this research design aims to bring out the complexity of the phenomenon under study and contextualizing it to enable the possibility for explanation, using qualitative interviews. As Mason notes, “situated and contextual understandings are at the center of qualitative explanation and argument” (2006, p. 17).
Within feminist studies, experience is a central element (Mulinari & Sandell, 1999; Gunaratnam, 2003; Stone-Mediatore, 1998; Ramazanoglu & Holland, 1999; Mohanty, 2003). According to Eliassi (2010, p. 47) shared experiences of women as a recognized social category has been perceived as a source of knowledge “to address and transform those inequalities that women are experiencing as a result of their belonging to an ascribed and lived woman identity”. 
In the process of turning the experiences of women into knowledge, I am inspired by the writings of Mohanty (1992), when she argues that experience should be understood within historical contexts in order to enable generalizing claims on part of a collectivity regarding shared experiences (p. 82). Similarly, Essed (1991) argues that experience should not only be limited to personal experience, but rather combined with specific events with how their structural impacts on how we define our social reality. She makes the following distinctions: 1) personal experiences (direct personal exposure to racism), 2) vicarious experiences (witnessed or reported racism against others), 3) mediated experiences (racism directed against a larger group that one belongs to) and 4) cognitive experiences (reported by the mass media). Through this framework of insight, as aptly described by Eliassi (2010, p. 47) this research can claim knowledge limited to the life conditions of participants, and also to other youth who identify with the social categories of the participants who might share their experiences of otherization and social inequality. 
Although it is true that qualitative interviews are traditional in social scientific enquiries and often the first go-to method, there is a rationale behind my decision to use them. In researching the politics of belonging, I was interested in understanding how the participants understood and interpreted their place in the world and how they imagined their respective collectivities, which I needed to draw on their narrational accounts to examine. I knew early in my data collection that this goes beyond simply asking about how people identify. As Anthias (2002) has pointed out, when people are asked about their identities, it causes “produces a blank stare, a puzzled silence or a glib and formulaic response” (p. 492). Therefore, I approached the interview more freely and adapted a semi-structured format. Table 2 below demonstrates the “questions” of the interview, they were more like tracks that I wanted participants to enter and then express themselves freely within that frame. I used a “tell me about…” (Cooper & Yarbrough, 2010) format to ensure that participants centered the discussion around the topics of the thesis, rather than speaking about unrelated matters. This is following Anthias’ suggestion to let respondents talk about themselves more freely, and subsequently their lives, their experiences and their identifications will emerge through their narration. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211555]Table 2: 
	Purpose
	Question
	Theme
	If not brought up by the interviewee
	Basis in literature

	To establish rapport
	Tell me about yourself

Tell me about your family history of migration
	
	
	Life stories are central in attempts of understanding the complexity of emotional narratives (Ghorashi, 2008)

	RQ2: What are some spatial consequences of being denied belonging?
	Show me the pictures you have brought. Tell me about the photo.
	Explore belonging to place through photos; should replace walking interviews 
	What does the place make you feel? Why? 
	Sentiments of safety and security facilitate place belonging; habitual use of space; diasporic longing (explore how this is gendered)

	RQ3: What are some self-identified causal links between racialization, gender, ableism, sexuality, religiosity, double-minoritization and non-belonging? 
	Show me the items/pictures you brought. What do they say? Describe it to me
	How are belongings expressed through varying intersectional factors? Do they differ? Why/how? Explore ableism, homophobia, islamophobia, racisms and other systems of oppression that have dictated belongings
	Why do you feel like this picture/item describes you? What experiences have you had to relate to this? 
	Belongings are negotiated as a result of being questioned and rejected by an “in-group” (in this case, white Swedes)

	RQ1: How do “Iranian” women in Sweden negotiate their belonging, and what factors influence this process?

RQ3: What are some self-identified causal links between racialization, gender, ableism, sexuality, religiosity, double-minoritization and non-
	Develop the statements they have previously made and together with the interviewee develop an understanding of how they are linked. Ex. Experienced constant racism and islamophobia, does that mean you feel a stronger longing to Iran? Or: Feels strong connection to local community=>local belonging?
	Explore how place belonging and the politics of belonging are interconnected
	Do you feel like you belong in X because of Y?
	These factors are usually studied separately, however, to construct a wholesome picture of how and why belongings are articulated, place belonging (as individual sentiments) and the politics of belonging must be studied together



[bookmark: _Toc130211556]4.6 Selection of participants

This thesis adopts an intersectional framework to navigate multiple systems of oppression and understand how they are intertwined in the causality of belongings. As such, it was crucial to ensure that the participants identified as people who had, in various ways, experienced the margins. Therefore, I was careful in how I worded the invitation for participants. For example, if I wrote that I was looking for Iranian participants, Kurds or other ethnic minorities would not respond. If I said I was looking for women, non-binaries would not feel as if I am addressing them. I started using my own network with some LGBTQ+ Iranians that I knew and asked if they would like to participate anonymously. Most agreed, and through their networks, I used the snowballing method to reach more and more people. However, through my own network, I had limited access to disabled groups and ethnic minorities. I wrote an advertisement on twitter, stating that I am looking for people who identify as having a disability, identify with the experiences of women, and have some connection to Iran, in any way. 

Additionally, to remove any elements of emotional coercion by virtue of our existing familiarization, I did not ask anyone to join, rather I posted advertisements on my personal social media, to which I allowed them to respond to if interested, and if they believed they fit into the categories.

Not as many people responded to the ads calling for participants as I had expected. Out of the 24 Participants, 7 forgot to bring photos or items. To remedy the situation, I gave the participants time in the interview to mentally imagine the places instead and compensate with photos later. Additionally, I scheduled another interview for the objects. As a result, the project became more centered around the traditional qualitative interview format, with the empirical material from the other methods contributing to the interviews. Most participants were either from my own social circle or the acquaints of them, acquired through a snowballing method. As such, not many were reluctant to participate because an element of researcher-participant trust was already present. Due to this, participants were easily accessible, responsive and communicative throughout the data collection period, which relieved the process. Responsiveness and reluctance to complete follow-up interviews and additional tasks never became an issue, and no participants withdrew their testimonies. All participants were very talkative, and there was never any need to encourage more conversation. Many even thanked me for the interview as they believed it to be therapeutic to ventilate on issues that had long been on their minds and enjoyed having someone listen with similar experiences. However, a reoccurring concern that many expressed was the issue of confidentiality in the study. Many were reluctant to show pictures or objects that could expose their identity, as Iranian women in Sweden of a certain age are recognizable. Even though I assured confidentiality, some were still reluctant, and only showed me pictures rather than giving me them. As a result, I wrote down descriptions of photos in my research diary. The purpose of the photos was, as discussed earlier, to encourage and spark conversations of belonging among participants rather than serving as empirical data themselves. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211557]4.7 Positionality and bias: a discussion and critical reflection on the in-group and out-group binary

There are a number of ethical considerations to reflect on when conducting insider research. My understanding of “insider” is based on the researcher belonging to the same ethnic, religious, cultural, national and/or linguistic groups that they investigate (Khayati, 2008, p. 60). Positionality bias does not only affect the interaction with participants during the data collection process, but also the coding process, as well as the analyses, interpretations, and analytical discussions (O’Connor, 2004; Khayati, 2008). I will organize this section by primarily discussing the benefits of insider research, followed by possible challenges of bias, and consequently a discussion of what positionality related issues that arose during the fieldwork, and how I addressed them. 

Narayan (1993) points out two poles in which the positionality debate is organized: (1) critique directed towards “insider” perspective by overlooking insights that might be gained by “outsiders”; and (2) doubts of the ability of “outsiders” to accurately represent the perspectives “native” understandings without applying their own opinions and positions. As a woman born in Sweden to Iranian parents myself, I belong to the majority group of this research. This posed a danger to my participants of minority groups, who were at risk of having their grievances overlooked by a representative of their oppressor. I was aware of this during the entire time, which is why I turned to Back’s “The Art of Listening” (2007) for guidance. I found that the instant outreach to invite participants to interviews was crucial. On one hand, I was reluctant to disclose too much on what the research was about, because I was concerned that it would influence how they answered the questions, rather than just speaking freely about their belonging. I initially wanted to organically ask them about their belongings and then draw out additional concepts and see what emerged from their testimonies. However, I noticed that people responded more positively to knowing that their participation was desired by virtue of their unique experiences as minorities. Additionally, I was met with positive attitudes when sympathizing with their respective oppressions, which I believe resulted in comfort of them telling me, a Persian Iranian, about their grievances as ethnic (and/or any other) minority groups. 

As Ganga & Scott (2006) remind us, migrant communities are a product of social imaginaries for researchers similarly to those we aim to research. Subsequently, inequalities can still occur that we need to remain reminded of, such as social class (ibid, p. 6) and generations (ibid, p.  8) among other factors. Additionally, assuming that insiders can “read between the lines” (Devault, 1990, p. 102) of participant’s interviews risks a reproduction of insider/outsider dualism and solely attribute rapport to categories such as sex or nationality (Valentine, 2002, p. 118). “Reading between the lines” furthermore risks misrepresentation of participants on the basis of a researcher’s personal experiences, which is highly unethical.  It is subsequently important to note, as this research applies an intersectional framework, I was never considered an “insider” at all times. All participants were of different ethnic groups, social classes, religions, sexual orientations and abilities. As such, often times, the only “insider” factor we shared was the second-generation immigrant experience in Sweden. Ultimately, when the outsider positioning became too apparent, I tried a sympathetic approach. It is important to remember that Persians in the Middle East are often the oppressors of ethnic minorities, such as Kurds and Azeris. This poses a number of methodological issues in regard to positionality. The “insider-outsider” dichotomy is not as binary as may be perceived at first glance. As a Persian researching ethnic minorities, I am per definition an outsider in many ways, but I also belong to the ethnic group of their oppressor. Ethnic minorities might feel more comfort with a distant outsider who is unrelated to their conflicts. In this case, I tried to remain sensitive and sympathetic to the participants in order to gain better insight to their socio-political experiences. As Baszanger & Dodier (2004) remind us, the sympathetic relationship can enable fieldworkers to be transparent and understand the perspective of “others”. Sympathy and sensitivity can be factors that facilitate trust and enable rapport between researcher and researched subject, however, as Martiniello (1997, p. 6) reminds us, it is important to remember that perceived familiarity can also be harmful:  

“During data collection, for example, an ethnic background can be very helpful. Ethnic researchers can have privileged relations with immigrant groups, which can facilitate access to the field. Similar advantages can arise from familiarity with the languages and the physical space of the researched group. On the other hand, such closeness between a researcher and his/her subject can also harm the research process (in Bousetta, 1997).

Keeping this warning in mind, it is also important to note that in-group researchers are bound by the same ethical trainings and frameworks of out-group researchers. During the data collection process, there is a boundary drawn between private and public self. According to Ganga & Scott (2006, p. 2), that boundary is constructed differently during insider research, by bringing the research closer to our private selves. This, Ganga & Scott argue, can influence our objectivity and influence the social dynamics that shape the qualitative interview. Although I agree with the authors, I do believe that the benefits of insider research outweigh the possible risks. By staying aware of possible biases, researchers can overcome the issue of positionality and reap the benefits of insider research. 

One common setback during the qualitative interviews were that participants often cut their answers short by saying, “you know what that’s like”, or “I’m sure you’ve been through the same”. The following excerpt from my research diary aptly demonstrates how I tried to overcome this problem:

“Today was my first interview with Niko. One problem I noticed frequently was that she often ended her sentences with “you know what that is like”, or often echoed “you know”. It took me a while to be able to stop her in her tracks. I didn’t say “no, I don’t know”. But rather, I asked her to clarify. I also drew parallels to my owns experiences, and how I understood them, and asked if she understood hers the same. For example, we were speaking about Iranian parents, and she said hers were reluctant for her to seek help for her mental health issues and said: “because you know what Iranian parents can be like”. I asked her what her parents were like, how they reacted in that specific scenario. Then I drew an example of some conversations I’ve had with my parents regarding mental health, and we had a discussion around our different experiences. Subsequently, we could successfully highlight our differences, but most importantly, I could more accurately understand Niko’s experience in navigating her belonging with neurodivergence” (02/2020)

By constantly asking the participants to clarify what they meant and to specify what experiences led to certain sentiments, bias could be evaded by avoiding jumping to conclusions. Therefore, engaging in awareness of conditionality and critical reflexivity is crucial throughout the entire investigation (Khayati, 2008, p. 60). 

[bookmark: _Toc130211558]4.8 Conclusion

This section has introduced the methodology of the research and the methods used towards answering the research questions. I started the chapter with introducing the participants and the various positionalities that they themselves considered salient in their identities but also their belonging. This will highlight some of the bases they navigate belonging on. 

I subsequently introduced the thought processes behind the application of certain methods and justified them as appropriate in the quest of answering the research questions. This research is rooted in feminist methodologies, and the data is mainly produced through sociological listening (Back, 2007) using a “tell me about…” format (Cooper & Yarbrough, 2010). I also introduced the format of the interview, in which I did not have a fixed set of questions. Rather, I used a semi-structured method introduced in table 2, where there were topics that I wanted to discuss towards specific research questions. This opened up the interview to explore elements of belonging that might not be obvious to me as someone who does not identify with some of the positionalities that the participants might do. 

There are some problematic aspects to this research regarding positionality, because I am an “in-group” researcher. I discuss the advantages of this and the possible sources of bias. I also introduce some of the challenges that I faced during my fieldwork, and use one excerpt from my research diary to show how I tackled the issues through constantly assuring that I have understood the participants correctly by asking them to confirm my understanding.


















































[bookmark: _Toc130211559]5. Politics of belonging and membership to an imagined Sweden

Belonging is political because it is centered around boundary-making processes and expressions of inclusion. Boundary-making practices occur in discourses of belonging and in social encounters, and they aim to determine who is a “stranger” and who belongs and contributes to the political and cultural cohesion of the community. 

Who does and does not belong, who is perceived as an Other is a constantly modified and contested notion and is embedded in political projects. As I have previously argued, belonging is often naturalized within everyday practices (Fenster, 2005) and is only articulated, formally structured and politicized when it is threatened (Yuval-Davis, 2011). Such projects of who belongs where have geographical consequences, which I will demonstrate in this chapter. 

Hyphenated identities are less socially acceptable in Sweden (Lind, 2012). Membership to the imagined nation evidently encompasses a number of ideological, racial, behavioral, gendered, ableist and/or religious beliefs that draw a line between a number of individuals to the collective. The testimonies by the participants in this study will highlight how they have encountered such markings of “us” and “them”. Here, I aim to explore how such distinctions can be made within wider discourses on a macro-level before moving on to the participants’ testimonies that illustrate them. 

Billig (1995) has introduced the concept of banal nationalism in which he argues that the modern nation-state has produced an “ideological transformation of common sense” (p. 10). Indeed, the nation-state as a natural entity and organizer of peoples has become commonly accepted, without any tangible legitimacy. As Anderson (1991) highlights, nations are imagined because “the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lies the image of their communion” (p. 6). By understanding nation-states as imagined as a starting point, we can move on to review how membership is informed, and subsequently how the politics of belonging are constructed. 

Politicized belonging is a central instrument of the nation-state’s construction and agenda. By articulating who belongs and who does not, stakeholders can draw lines between desired and undesired peoples and behaviors. Stakeholders are embodied by white middle class Swedes, who as a majority group influence who does and does not belong. As Yuval-Davis has stressed, articulation, structuring and politicization of belonging is only publicly expressed when it is threatened (2011, p. 17). In such an event, spaces become arenas of constructions of social collectivities (Antonsich, 2010) which subsequently re-construct the nation. Although belonging is constructed and formed largely by our bodies and where they are placed (Carrillo-Rowe, 2005, p. 21), we have to remember the politics of belonging have spatial consequences. Here, I agree with Massey (2005) when she argues “space in itself is but an embodiment of social networks” (p. 74). 

Although the politics of belonging creates spatial and social boundaries on the grounds of many social categories, it is often mediated through common sets of values, such as “human rights” or “democracy” (Yuval-Davis, 2011, p. 25). Certain ascriptive aspects are open to voluntary assimilation by which belonging is judged, such as culture, religion or language. There are also non-permeable aspects, such as place of birth. All of these categories can be muddled together and merged together and operate through multiple social locations that carry various contextual meanings. 

Politicized belongings find heightened importance in how racialized people perceive themselves and their belonging. For white Swedes who embody the imagined nation and carry the qualities of the desired citizen, belonging is rarely contested. In Sweden, people who are racialized, disabled, neurodivergent, religious, queer, or visibly different in any other way, the reality of belonging is different and they are not as situated and stable in their spatial memberships. To belong spatially carries certain criteria, and if those criteria is not embodied, belonging will be contested individually and politically. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211560]5.1 Non-belonging because of difference

In one article, Lundström uses Sweden’s immigration history to construct an argument that its longevity is comparable to the colonial powers of Europe, by claiming that 17% of Swedes are foreign born (2017, p. 80). Although more recent numbers indicate that the foreign-born population is now higher than what Lundström presented, she fails to mention that the most significant foreign-born population consists of Finnish people living in border towns. As I have previously argued, Sweden’s history with non-European migration is relatively new, and racial and cultural anxieties still prevail. The self-perception of Swedishness is still white and separate from involvement in colonial history. As other authors have similarly expressed, Swedishness is whiteness (Hübinette & Lundström, 2014; Keskinen, 2009). 

Sweden’s perception of refugees and other migrants as “guests” is instrumental in the construct of Nordic moral and political superiority. The 1980s era of multiculturalism declared Sweden as “generous” and “hospitable” for accepting refugees to enter their country. The politics of acceptance and generosity kept immigrants at arm’s length and contributed to them being perceived as guests rather than peers and equals and failing to renegotiate the “lingering notion of a white nation” (Lundström & Hübinette, 2014). It is important to note, however, that Sweden has always been a multiracial country, but has successfully reconstructed that image in favor of racial homogeneity through forced sterilizations and racial and spatial discrimination of the Sámi minority and through state-sponsored projects such as census lists for Roma and Jews (Lundström, 2014).

Over the time of four decades, the notion of Sweden as a racially homogenous country still lingers. The perception of whiteness in Sweden differs to that of whiteness in other places. Sweden is very much known for its racial homogeneity of blue eyes, fair skin and blonde hair. There are therefore bodily markers that constitute what it means to be “Swedish” (Mattsson, 2005, p. 149). Mattsson har introduced three “modes” of being Swedish: Primarily, “the indisputable Swedes”, the ones whose belonging and claim to Swedishness is never challenged, questioned or denied; “temporary Swedes” who, irrespective of their self-perception, are accepted as Swedes in some settings, and rejected in others; and finally, “unthinkable Swedes”, regardless of how they perceive themselves, they are seen as “non-Swedish” in their everyday lives (p.152). 

As second generations, the women in this study find themselves being bodily, visually and racially characterized as Others, while being habitually, emotionally and corporally used to one place where their bodies are not perceived to belong. Therefore, they often find themselves in the category of “temporary Swedes”, they have to constantly negotiate their belonging, and find themselves confused as to how they “should” belong. A dilemma stuck between others’ perception of you and your emotional place attachments. Such a politicized discourse is continually re-produced, with Swedish words like “immigrants” (invandrare) or “foreigners” (utlandsfödda) signifying non-European racialized bodies that are excluded from the imagined homogeneity of Swedishness. Regarding this, Lundström writes:
”For example, in an interview after the racist attack in a Swedish school in the town of Trollhättan in October 2015, when a young white man brutally stabbed and murdered children and teachers of colour, the journalist from Swedish public service television (SVT) stated that not many ‘Swedish’ pupils attended that school. In this conceptual conflation, all the non-white bodies were perceived as ‘immigrants’, despite their actual citizenship or place of birth (Lundström 2007, cf. Ahmed 2000; Andreassen & Ahmed- Andresen 2014).”
With this introduction in mind, there are many “modes” of belonging (Sicakkan & Lithman, 2005) for second generations. It is towards this background I will highlight the experiences of racism among this group, and how their rejection of belonging has subsequently caused them to renegotiate where and how they belong. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211561]5.2 Body hair and gendered racism

Body alteration practices are a significant part of the patriarchal order and have racial, classist, ableist, heterosexist and homophobic dimensions in addition to being sexist. Women internalize social control through “doing gender” (West & Zimmermann, 1987) and body alternation practices, body hair removal in particular, is a way to manage the anxieties and expectations of others (Fahs, 2011; Gimlin, 2007; Kwan & Trautner, 2009). The Others, the group from which acceptance is sought that this section will focus on, are white Swedes, particularly in regards to how the women in this study have experienced racialization based on body hair, which is central to how their belonging is negotiated. 

Although body hair removal has increasingly become a normative practice in many places for women entering puberty, awareness of hair commences much earlier women for non-white women, especially in contrast to light skin, who, compared to many white Swedes, have dark body hair as opposed to the Scandinavian norm of having blonde (and therefore non-visible) hair. As Toerien & Wilkinson remind us, to be hairy induces a range of negative connotations, “which serve as sanctions against non-conformity of the hairlessness norm” (2003, p. 341). The increased visibility of dark hair as opposed to white hair is often absent in feminist literature of body alteration practices as social control. A race critical critique (Patton, 2006) that I present here through the testimonies of the women in this study argues that racialized women are more acutely aware of their unfitting bodies and where they are placed as a result of gendered racism, mediated through the hair visible on their bodies. 

Rebelling against such social control naturally has consequences. Studies suggest that women who do not engage in body hair removal are generally perceived as less sexually attractive, intelligent, sociable, happy and positive compared to hairless women (Basow & Braman, 1998; Basow & Willis, 2001). Fahs & Delgado (2011) find that women of color and working-class women experience increased negative reactions from family members and friends when resisting hair removal. This tells us that there are raced and classed perceptions of body hair (Fahs, 2011). Additionally, it tells us that racialized women have pressure from multiple sides to engage in hair removal practices. This section will focus on one form of pressure, which relates to the experience of living with difference in Sweden and subsequently the politics of belonging. I aim to explore how women in this study are Othered through embodied awareness of difference through body hair. 

Dilan: In fifth grade, you’re still a kid. I hadn’t started shaving my legs or plucking my eyebrows. A guy came up to me and said, “you’re a man, you look like a monkey”.

Sara: How did that make you feel?

Dilan: The fact that I remember shows that I felt like crap. Every time I went to school and wore short sleeved tops I was terrified to receive that comment. In 2014, in school, I was walking with my Iranian friend and a group of Swedish guys walked past and said: “Look there are the blattar”. I didn’t get it.

This excerpt from my conversation with Dilan shows her emotional reaction based on an encounter she had when she was a child. As a child she was made aware that she does not yet, but is expected to, meet the requirements of (white) female desirability. Although there are undoubtedly elements of exotification in her testimony by the boy she describes, increased presence and increased visual representation of racialized children in her surroundings would not guarantee such reminders to subside. Mere presence of other racialized women does not necessarily cause bodily comfort if they also conform to the bodily ideals placed on them: 

Nilofar: Yeah, but when I started getting hair on my body I went to a school where there were other racialized people. But for me I felt more that I wasn’t like the other girls because they would always take care of themselves and get dolled up, and yeah, shaved, whereas I was just clueless.

The experiences of men are different. Women are expected to uphold values of beauty and femininity enforced on them, from which body hair is excluded. Femininity is a narrow space to navigate, consisting of white, middle-class signifiers (Lovejoy, 2001). Towards this, working-class women of color become marked as deviant for not meeting those standards (Skeggs, 1997; Fahs & Delgado, 2011). With whiteness as an ideal, women of color are taught at an early age that they do not meet the requirements of desirability, and need to alter their body to do so. These two respective comments from Simin and Maral attest to this: 

Simin: People would comment on my unibrow a lot, the hair on my body. And I talk to my brother about that a lot, because for him people find the hairy aspect hot, but on me it’s unattractive. Hair was something very sensitive.

Maral: When I got there, I realized I am so much hairier than these people, so I rolled down my sleeves. So, throughout 9th grade I never wore anything short sleeved in fear of people seeing my hairy arms. […] I remember one time I rolled up my sleeves when I was sat studying and a guy came and asked if he could sit next to me and study with me. He saw the hair on my arms and said “I can see your Taliban genes by how hairy you are”.

It is important to note that this is a process that, particularly for racialized women, starts early and is not exclusive to adults. Children can be indoctrinated to gendered social control at early ages (Fahs, 2011). The quotes that follow this paragraph demonstrates how young racialized girls are more vulnerable to being reminded of their deviation from the hairless norm of femininity than white girls: 

Tala: Definitely. Especially in primary school or middle school, all my friends were Swedish and there were lots of talks about hair. Hair on arms, and so on… and other features related to appearance, like my nose.

Sara: How did that make you feel?

Tala: It made me deny my Iranian-ness. It made me reassert my Swedishness. I remember I was on a football team, so I was wearing shorts a lot. I also remember shaving my legs a lot. I had some stubble, and the girls all said you shouldn’t shave, it’s not good for you! And I remember thinking, easy for you to say!

This excerpt shows how Tala has a different perspective on body hair compared to her white counterparts. For Tala, she notes how her body hair stood out and was made a topic of conversation, which resulted in her wanting to get rid of it. Being racialized by body hair is peculiar, because it can be removed. Many participants throughout this section therefore, Tala included, witness engaging in obsessive habits of body hair removal. This shows how body hair, and hair in general, causes racialization in Sweden. As I have noted before, an imagined aspect of Swedish phenotypical hegemony is blonde hair, which racializes those who fall outside of that category. This is one aspect of how membership to Sweden and proximity to Swedishness is negotiated. I will discuss more aspects in the next section. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211562]5.3 Boundary-making processes and membership to an imagined Sweden

As the previous section has explored, there are certain bodily criteria in belonging to an imagined collective with labels of “Sweden” and “Swedish”. Such criteria are classed, racialized and gendered, making navigating it a narrow and confined experience. This section will explore how second generations experience boundary drawing practices and how that makes them question and negotiate their belonging. Focus will be dedicated to scrutinizing why negotiations of belonging begin; what makes them question where they belong and how they should belong?

Simin: It sucked; I was a damn UFO!

Sara: How come?

Simin: I was the only one that was loud, had opinions, asked many questions. I just felt excluded. Like when we would go on school trips, everyone else would bring hard bread sandwiches and I would bring salad olovie and a little box of radishes. I had the highest grades in everything, typical Iranian kid. I was still put in SVA[footnoteRef:12] because they said “we can SEE that you don’t speak Swedish at home”, not we HEAR, we SEE. I listened to Kent[footnoteRef:13], but still watched Iranian movies. After each school break I felt like an outcast because I’d been in Iran while others had been… I think the first time I went to Greece I was 22. It took a long time for me to… I noticed at university that I hadn’t travelled at all. We had only been to Iran. I felt like an outcast for that reason. But similarly, when I was in iran I didn’t feel like I belonged there either. I was the foreign kid everyone was jealous of. [12:  SVA, ”Svenska som andraspråk”, translates to “Swedish as a second language”, which is a Swedish class that Swedish children who speak an additional language at home are placed into]  [13:  Swedish indie-pop band] 


Sara: Did this ever make you doubt your Swedishness?

Simin: A lot. I felt like I didn’t fit in, that I wasn’t sufficiently Swedish. Not just looks-wise, but also… confidence, taking up space.

Narrow, in this sense, means being confined to one “way” of being and fitting into the white Swede’s perception of what it means to be a racialized Swede in the way Simin describes. Simin attests to inhabiting a certain position ascribed by others that is fixed, and when she moves outside those boundaries she “felt excluded”. Social acceptance is a central part of belonging, and Simin could not achieve that for not adhering to the confined space placed upon her by the bounds of racism. In the eye of the white Swede, “immigrant” has a certain meaning that Simin moved beyond. In the perception of white Swedes, in which racialized Swedes must find acceptance to develop sentiments of belonging, they are constructed as “immigrants” as a deviant marker of difference. As such, it seems that the boundaries of an imagined community are narrower than the geographical borders of the nation-state due to essentialist notions of belonging (Wernesjö, 2014, p. 35). 

Sara: What’s the first thing that comes to mind?

Minoo: Jokes that people say. I know, there are very few people that are openly racist, but to peak it with jokes or say it in a group, it highlights what people think. I’ve seen it against myself, but I also see it against others on a daily basis. I work in a school; I see how people at the top judge people easier because of their parents’ backgrounds. It’s so corrupt, everything is so categorizing. I’ve heard people say welcome to Sweden to me… There’s one question I hate. I hate this question because it has an agenda behind it, it’s a way for people to label you. “Where are you from?”.

Sara: What do you usually answer to that question?

Minoo: I say I’m Iranian, because I hate having to explain.

Sara: How come?

Minoo: I think it’s a force of habit. I’ve said it so many times it’s automatic. I’ve said Baluch a couple of times and people always go “what?! What’s that?”. I don’t have energy for that discussion, but it shouldn’t be a discussion anyways. Just say OK, I didn’t know what that was, and move on. Especially with Iranians, saying you’re Baluch is sensitive, compared to someone else.

Minoo’s testimony tells us that emplacement is a particularly difficult process. Her belonging is questioned when it cannot be placed within an essentialist category for the perpetrators of belonging to assert them in. What Minoo describes in the first quote is a process that is essential to the self-perception of white Swedes and their homogenization. As Eliassi (2010, p. 79) claims, labeling Others, through what Minoo describes as “where are you from?” or “welcome to Sweden” is a politicized event of social control that subordinates the Other. It is not a neutral or innocent labelling, rather it is a deliberate way of drawing boundaries between “us” and “them” and between “natural, real, organic” members and “other members”. 

There are nuances to the “immigrant” experience in Sweden too. Thus far, the testimonies in this thesis have illustrated issues of racism in Sweden as all immigrant being denied membership to an imagined (white) collective Sweden. Although this is true, there are many variations in how people experience racially motivated exclusionary treatments. The second part of Minoo’s quote adds another dimension to her testimony and tells us of the double punishment she experiences by being an ethnic minority. She does not fit into essentialist notions of being “Iranian” or “Swedish” and experiences repercussions from two different oppressors; two different ethnic majorities. Minority groups are often dissolved into invisibility by attempting to fit into essentialized categories. It is evident that there are varying bodily markers that render different meanings in the racialization process. Although most are molded into essentialized oriental notions fueled by a post 9/11 climate, this testimony by Leyla shows a different experience:

I don’t know what to say, when I was a kid in that school, it was taunting every day. I don’t know where they were taught this or if they learned it from their parents, but I was called a sand n-word, Taliban, terrorist, al-qaeda, all the teachers saw it and didn’t do anything. I didn’t tell my mom. I’m not exaggerating, I wanted to commit suicide. I told my mom to change my school, she said “no, it’s a great school!”. I said I can’t stand the people; she said it will pass, they’re only teasing a little. I just couldn’t tell her. I wish someone would tell my parents; this is happening to your daughter. Then at work, I experienced it a bit in Skåne, they’re a bit straight to the point there. They yell at you in the streets, they elbow you, no one cares. I’ve experienced racism from other blattar too. People calling me Ghandi and stuff. When I was young, I was ashamed to call myself Pakistani. Boys would say I smell like curry.

The racial abuse that Leyla experienced, as a mixed “Iranian” and Pakistani woman is vastly different to that of other women in this study. It is evident that her Pakistani side is overpowering in how her body is categorized, she is then visibly denied membership in Iranian-ness and the accompanying orientalism, rather, she is Othered by blattar who would call her derogatory slurs. Shame (Aggor, 1997) is known to be caused by racial prejudice, and is another dimension of boundary-making. It is a practice that not only states difference, but goes further to express inferiority. Boundary-making practices are a way of asserting and granting belonging, of marking social inclusion or exclusion. This can be made, as I have shown earlier, by white Swedes placing people of color in a category of “undesired immigrant”, it can also be made to assert hierarchy among racialized group. There is indeed a desire for some to position themselves as “good” immigrants, as “assimilated” or “integrated”, which by default distances them from “undesired” or “unassimilated” people. 

Another way of dealing with being made to feel shame about one’s body and what it means to embody a racialized Swede, is to reappropriate and internalize the meanings of what ascribed and imagined labels mean. The following testimony by Tala shows a timeline of her personal history with negotiating belonging. It is common for children to want to belong within the context they grow up in, but are often rejected belonging and made to feel shame over another label that is ascribed to them:

Tala: People always assume I’m not Swedish, they always ask where “I am really from”.

Sara: How does that make you feel?

Tala: Earlier, it was really difficult. I didn’t like to have it questioned, now it makes me really happy that people realized I’m not Swedish, I take it as a compliment. You get a whole other confidence. Earlier I just wanted to fit in and be like the other kids.
 
Sara: Tell me about your time at high school, was it similar to primary school?

Tala: Not at all, high school was the turning point in my identity. The school was very mixed, but I ended up in a group that was very foreign. Among them, I was the only one that was “Swedish”, in that way. Other people were very proud of their heritage, one of my friends was Greek, she would always talk about Greece and how proud she was to be Greek. I always thought, how can they talk so openly about it? I was always so doubtful if I should say that I’m from Iran or that my parents are from Iran. That’s when I started gaining interest for Iran and desire to explore more.

As Tala’s quote shows us, second culture acquisition is a dynamic process that is constantly changing in relation to how our behaviors are coded. Psychological research has developed a term for “second culture acquisition” in relation to behaviors, values and identities, through the term acculturation (Svensson & Syed, 2016; Schwartz et al., 2010). Such a framework examines people’s relative orientation to the host culture and the culture or origin. The categories they identify are: 1) integrated/bicultural (oriented to both heritage and host culture), 2) assimilated (host culture but not heritage), 3) separated/traditional (heritage but not host), and 4) marginalized (oriented towards neither) (Berry, 2003; Phinney & Devich-Navarro, 1997). 1. Such categories are essentialist because they do not take into consideration the dynamic nature of relating to different cultures. 

Being made to feel shame around factors we embody, such as race and cultural background, is a neo-colonialist construct. There is a discourse around “good” and “bad” “immigrants” (Pettersson et al., 2016) that Swedes of color constantly move in and out of “modes of belonging” (Vargas Evaristo, 2017). As Tala’s testimony informs us, she was only inspired by her peers to even express her non-Swedish belonging. This way of disassociating with a certain label shows how discourses of belonging, on macro and micro levels, can influence belonging. 

Such a distinction between “desires” and “undesired” types of immigrants
Reluctance of being granted membership to ”Sweden” is not only about being an “immigrant”, an “outsider”, someone from outside the borders of the imagined country. It is also about being a desired type of immigrant:

Farah: I remember once in my senior year of high school; I was at the bus stop and an older woman was sitting there smoking. I asked her if she could smoke farther away from the bus stop because it bothered me. She said no, I can smoke here if I want to. I said it makes me uncomfortable, I can’t breathe. She wasn’t even Swedish herself; she had a Russian or some accent, she started ranting that this is her country, get out of this country. She started yelling “fucking Arab”. I was so startled.

Therefore, it is not about immigration as a mere Other entering the Swedish borders, rather it is a racialized form of Othering. Additionally, “desirability” as an “immigrant” in this sense, is also a spatial and classed concept. The rural experience of being a racialized Swede can be different:

Simin: After a while I realized that, especially now that I’m older and have friends that I actually bond with, that I can be myself with, I realize that I wasn’t in an environment or an atmosphere that brought out the best in me. It was a small city of people who follow certain routines, certain patterns…

Sara: How do you define yourself if you go abroad?

Simin: If they ask I’d say Swedish and then they’d say I don’t look Swedish, and then I have to explain that I was born and raised there, but my parents are from Iran, which is why I look the way I do. That’s also strange because you never know what they want to know. Do they know where I’m from originally, why I look the way I do, or do they want to know my citizenship? If they want to know where my heart is at, and where I feel safe, it’s Sweden. I would’ve never felt safe by myself in Iran. I don’t know anything about Iran, I just go there and meet family and sit in between four walls.
 
Simin is from a smaller town in the northern parts of Sweden. One study by Plenty and Jonsson (2017) has found that first generation migrant youth are more vulnerable to isolation and bullying in “migrant sparse” school settings. Although Simin is not a first-generation migrant, the study informs us that lack of racial diversity can cause non-belonging. Other studies of young people in general have found that young people, girls in particular, experience higher degrees of social control in rural areas (Rye, 2006; Haugen & Villa, 2006). We find conflicting testimonies for this, with Gisou’s testimony disproving the argument of the authors and Farah’s experience attesting to it: 

Gisou: I think it’s the same with me, I grew up in a small town in Jästrikland, where everyone was white. People didn’t really ask where we were from because we were the only immigrant family there. So I didn’t really need to introduce to anyone, everyone already knew. I knew myself as Swedish there, Swedish was the only thing I was, but it was confused a bit when I moved to Gothenburg and I got older. People were expecting me to have an identity connected to something, and people would ask me where I was born. If I was born in Sweden I think it would be even easier to say I’m Swedish, but I am not. I’m born in a third country that has nothing to do with anything. But also to disqualify the thing of “you are where you were born”, which my case proves wrong. And then they choke on their own argument. I’ve used it against people, and I think I’ve taken advantage of that weird scale from Swedish, Thai[footnoteRef:14] to Iranian, depending on where I am, because nothing is ever sufficient, so I might as well use it against them. But that’s when I started to shape my own identity, I think the first 12 years of my life I was straight up Swedish. I’d never been in Iran, I’d never taken Persian classes, I wanted to be as normal and Swedish as possible. If I’m going to be completely honest with what I think and what I feel, then I’m not just Iranian, I’m not. I feel very non-Iranian when I am in Iran. If I go really deeply I can feel mixed, but I would never express it, it bothers me too much. [14:  Gisou was born in Thailand on her mother’s flight from Iran] 


Farah: After we lived in Timbro we moved to this place where I went to a multicultural school, but then we moved again and I went to this school where I was the only one that was an immigrant. There was one other guy who was born in Sweden to Iranian parents, but no one thought of him as an immigrant, they thought of him as Swedish. And then there was an adopted guy who had Swedish parents. Actually he was the one bullying me. They would make fun of me when I had Persian class and would say “oh are you going to have peach class now?” and then laugh (persika = peach, persiska=Persian). We had a kind teacher in then. But then we got a teacher that was a full blown racist. I remember I used to fight a lot with a guy who called me the n-word. I didn’t really know what it was so I just swore back at him. And then the teacher came up and talked to me and said, “we don’t do this in Sweden. You might do that in your home country, but we don’t do that here”. We kept talking to the school about it and they said they take the situation seriously but nothing happened. I hated going to school, especially 4th and 5th grade. I felt like I wanted to escape, they made fun of my siblings, my parent’s accents, we’d only been in Sweden for three years. My mom wore a headscarf, my thick eyebrows, they’d make fun of everything.

Gisou was only enforced another identity other than Swedish, and thereby being rejected a Swedish identity, when she moved to a big city. It also shows that ethnic identity is a binary concept in Sweden, which I will develop further in the following paragraphs. It is evident that “Iran” has a certain meaning as well as “Swedish”, and finding comfort in embodying what “Iranian” means is in itself a process. Being an “immigrant” and being subject to social control creates feelings of shame:

Sara: How does it feel to have to explain that to people?

Dania: I haven’t reflected over it a lot. I understand that people who ask don’t really know better. They think in Sweden you’re blonde with blue eyes, and I get that because they probably don’t have that knowledge. So I see it as an opportunity, because now I’m here and can change their perception. Abroad I feel more comfortable answering that question. In Sweden, it can be different. In Sweden, it’s like… does the person want to know because they are genuinely curious, or do they want to show me that we are different? It’s common that people ask because of malicious intent.
 
Sara: How that made you doubt your Swedishness?

Dania: No. Maybe it’s made me question myself, but I haven’t really taken it that to heart, which some people do, and I get that. But I am so confident in who I am. I just think that they don’t know better. If I doubt myself, they win and get exactly what they wanted. In high school when SDU came to school and we had a discussion, I don’t exactly remember what the person said, but they have their ideology. And the person said, but you’re Iranian, we have many Iranians in our party. I wanted to die! Is this what my people are doing?! I’m here trying to fight that I have the same dignity as you, so I just left. I just remember thinking, should I just stop caring? Should I just say I’m Iranian, and not bother correcting them when they say I’m not Swedish?

Sara: How has that been for you?

Rojin: The older I get, getting into professional life, people have always asked where I’m from, and I’m like… Botkyrka? And they’re like, no, where are you FROM?! And I’m like oh, my PARENTS are from Kurdistan. For some people that’s just not compatible that I’m not ethnically Swedish and I have immigrant parents that I can be Swedish. A while ago it bothered me that I could only be perceived as an immigrant child, but now I’m at peace with it. That’s what I am, and I’m proud that my parents came here and did what they did.

Bi-cultural and hyphenated identities are not yet “accepted” in Sweden, as they are in some other Western contexts with longer histories of migration (Gyberg et al., 2018; Svensson et al., 2017). This causes the second-generations to struggle with identifications because they are often absolutist. You can rarely be Swedish and something else in addition, and Swedishness, as I have previously expressed, is understood as whiteness. This is what Rojin is explaining to us, in a complex reality, Rojin is enmeshed in a variety of cultures that she understands as Swedish and Kurdish. However, this is rarely socially acceptable. There is therefore a dichotomy of immigrant versus non-immigrant, where the “immigrant” as a constructed category is contrasted against “Swedes” (Svensson & Syed, 2019).

A study by Valentine, Sporton and Nielsen (2009) compares experiences of belonging of Somali youth in Aarhus and Sheffield. They found that the participants in Aarhus did not express belonging to Denmark even though they had “adopted Danish norms”, which was understood through language and clothing. The narrow terms of conditions for belonging to Denmark were strongly connected to secularism and whiteness, which is the basis on which the participants in the study were rejected belonging. On the contrary, the group researched in Sheffield expressed belonging to the UK even though they did not identify as British. 

Although second-generations can feel, in a multitude of ways, belonging to Sweden and the local context in which they grew up, this is often not allowed to be expressed. The following testimony by Gisou demonstrates how the findings of Somali youth in Denmark tends to be true for Iranians in Sweden as well:
  
Gisou: I’ve struggled with that a lot. Lately, I say Iranian. I don’t care why people then think what are you doing at a club or “why do you look so modern”. If I then say I live in Sweden and people can’t deal with me saying I’m Swedish, with also happens depending on the situation, I have different answers. If people can’t settle for me looking the way I do and being from Sweden, not having blonde hair and blue eyes I’m like… come on, immigration, look it up! Often, I can be in a country where they have immigrants too, which I think is kind of… The question isn’t provocative, but not being happy with the answer is. But at the same time, each place has its own answer, so I can say sometimes I’m originally from Iran but I’m raised and live in Sweden. And that usually leads to more questions which leads to be explaining I’m born in Thailand, so a simple question like “where are you from” always turns into “blaaurgh” (laughs). When I started travelling, I became shocked that people couldn’t settle for just Iranian or just Swedish, I guess Swedish-Iranian is the one that works but I don’t like to call myself that, because it sounds like I’m mixed, and I’m not. I’m not Swedish Iranian. I think in some way I’m Swedish in many ways, but I know what the question is about so it’s stopped confusing people and just say Iran. But there’s a confusion in there too, because I move and behave in a way that maybe newly arrived Iranians don’t. So that’s not always enough either. But I usually start with Iranian and then I might explain, but rather that than Iranian-Swedish or just Swedish. But I think it’s easier saying that I’m from Sweden than saying I’m Swedish. I don’t know why, I guess it’s a linguistic thing. It sounds like I claim some Swedishness, rather it’s the place I latest came from. But I never say I’m Swedish, only if I want to mess with someone. I wouldn’t say I’m from Iran, I’d say I’m Iranian, I’m from Sweden, I haven’t really reflected over why I do that. I think it’s about the fact that I’m… It’s difficult for me to say I’m Swedish. Not as an objection, it just doesn’t feel true.

Gisou tells us about several events in which she was Othered and made to believe that is not Swedish because she does not encompass bodily markers that imply Swedishness. As a result of repeated events of rejections of belonging, she is reluctant to admit that she is, in some intricate way, Swedish. For her, being repeatedly located in a place is not enough to result in Swedishness. That causes her to be from Sweden rather than being Swedish. Whereas she is not from Iran, instead she is Iranian. This shows that where our bodies are “supposed” to be placed is inscribed on our bodies. For Gisou, Swedishness has an inherently racial meaning that she does not embody. This geographical distinction is not only separated by Others as belonging to “far away countries”, it can also be expressed in local contexts: 

Setareh: It depends where. I think the reason why I never thought I experienced racism as a little kid was because, remember how I said I went to 7 different schools? There was a short period where I thought I was ugly. That was only for about two years, other times I’d be with other blattar. But yes, I feel like I’m tied to this place in a way that I am to no other. Which is basically a method of exclusion. I was born here, I’ve lived here my entire life, my fate of life has happened in this country. It really depends where I am, not all places in Sweden for sure, absolutely not. I feel like I belong in the hood, whatever hood I’m in, wherever there are people that are like me, that look like me. But the problem with that is that I feel like I belong there, but I’m not claimed there. It’s a weird experience because I’ll sit there, feel at home, understand everyone, every reference, every lifestyle, every tv-series, I understand the culture, I come from it. But I don’t have the energy to prove myself all the time.

Ameneh: Yeah, of course I do. Racism has always existed. I remember 4th grade, I remember being wrong about something, but her words were kind of like, “OK, go back to your country instead”. And I’d be like WHAT?! What did you say?! I was furious. It was new for me, when I was 10, to be subject to something like that. I was born in Sweden, I’d never been to Iran, everything I’ve heard is stories and fantasies.

Ameneh’s testimony tells us about people who are in positions of power to dictate belongings. When belonging is rejected, many question what other option there is to belong to. Ameneh is a Persian Iranian and belongs to the majority group, therefore her “other” context of belonging is linear and coherent rather than that of ethnic minority groups. Regardless of minority of majority status, when repeatedly rejected belonging, those who live in exile can only explore their “other” belonging through imaginaries. For first generations of exiles, they can often retreat into nostalgia through senses of heredity, place, culture and identity (Abbasi, 2018). For second generations however, they must often rely on the narratives of the earlier generations, constructing an imaginary place that is coherent with where “true” belonging can be found. This is needless to say rarely an accurate depiction, and most people who have consequently visited the places where they imagine their true belonging rarely find it to be as blissful as they have imagined, which I have discussed in detail in the previous chapter. This notwithstanding, it is often boundary-making practices such as rejecting someone belonging, by telling them to go back to their country, as opposed to the country they find themselves in, that cause belonging to be questioned. One possible outcome of this is to romanticize imagined belonging “elsewhere”. 

As I have attempted to demonstrate with this chapter and the previous one, a central part of belonging is attempting to place oneself in a socio-spatial context. Such a task can be met with rejection from stakeholders, causing the subject to re-negotiate their belonging. This is not only through people with power to determine belonging, which can often be the case of white Swedes. When seeking “alternate” belongings, subjects can be met with rejection as well, which we saw in the following quote by Setareh:

Setareh: I feel like I belong in the hood, whatever hood I’m in, wherever there are people that are like me, that look like me. But the problem with that is that I feel like I belong there, but I’m not claimed there. It’s a weird experience because I’ll sit there, feel at home, understand everyone, every reference, every lifestyle, every tv-series, I understand the culture, I come from it. But I don’t have the energy to prove myself all the time.

As Setareh’s testimony tells us, she attempted to seek belonging in “the hood”, because it is a racialized space. She attests to being rejected that belonging, even though she believes she embodies what it means to be from that space. This demonstrates that there are certain stakeholders through which we seek belonging, that we believe have the power to grant it. 
This section has extensively shown how these women experience that boundaries are drawn between them and “Sweden” and “Swedish” as collective label, which is a demonstration of non-belonging and denials of belonging. It is an indication that belonging is negotiated and sought socio-politically, and that there is a powerful group that can grant and deny belonging. As we have seen, belonging is not only sought within a white Swedish collective. However, when one is denied belonging, a quest begins to find what other alternative belonging can be found. This belonging must also be negotiated and membership can be denied or granted. As we have seen, there is nuance to such a process as well, and denials of belonging can be rejected and one can associate with a certain label without being socially accepted into that group. 
[bookmark: _Toc130211563]5.4 Religiosity in a secular society: Exploring the anxieties of being visibly Muslim and Swedish

As Ahmed (2000) eloquently argues, a stranger is produced through knowledge. A stranger is someone who is known and categorized as “a body out of place” (p. 22), rather than being someone who we do not recognize. This, consequently, has spatial consequences as well. Difference is not only founded on the body but also as relations between bodies. Spaces are constructed by habitual use and actions of bodies. Space is also marked by and marks bodies. This section will explore the anxieties of inhabiting “a body out of place” through being a visibly Muslim woman. 

In chapter 2 I recounted how Iranians can both be perpetrators as well as victims of Islamophobia. Within this study, two participants wear a hijab and are therefore visibly Muslim, Ruqia and Sepideh. There were additional participants who considered themselves to be Muslim, but do not wear hijab and therefore face Islamophobia differently. 

We live in an era where “Islam” as an essentialized concept has been ideologically constructed as an antithesis of the secular Western civilization and the values it encompasses, such as liberty and democracy (Selod, 2015; Huntington, 1996). This ideological construct has real-life consequences for Muslims who embody “the enemy” (Maira, 2009; Rana, 2011). Through this discourse, people who ascribe to Islam as a religious identity, or people who simply “look” Muslim are excluded from the national identity and are rejected belonging. 

Such a climate has tangible consequences for people who embody what the white Westerners understand as “Islam”. It is visible in gender (Essed & Trienekeds, 2008; Bulmer & Solomos, 2009), in names (Ahmed, 2000) and in clothing (Johnson, 2017). A study of Muslim women in cities has found that they often find greater comfort in migrant-dominated areas (Listerborn, 2015), which shows that the politics of belonging and Islamophobia have geographical consequences. Here, Islamophobia is defined on the understanding of Lopez as a “hostile attitude towards Islam and Muslims […] irrespective of how Muslims are identified, whether on the basis of religious or ethnic criteria” (2011, p. 556). Although definitions of Islamophobia are contested (Anderson et al., 2021) , it is not within the scope of this research to explore such debates. However, I follow Modood’s understanding of Islamophobia as “more a form of racism than a form of religious intolerance, though it may perhaps be best described as a form of cultural racism” (1997, p. 4). 

Islamophobia is a notion that is prevalent throughout many societies, and Sweden is not left untouched. A study of Muslim men’s experiences in local landscapes finds that Muslim discrimination is not reserved to the United States or Canada and that its main aspects and themes are prevalent throughout most Western nations (Hopkins, 2007). Such themes and patterns of Islamophobia are also prevalent in Sweden (Larsson, 2005; Abdelkader, 2017)

Bangstad (2014, pp. 21-22) argues that Islamophobia is based on essentialized notions of difference, in which Muslims are predisposed to certain actions by their religion and belief, which reproduces the same essentialism which is found in other systems of racism. Other scholars have suggested that there is an ongoing “muslimification of racism” in Europe (Vassenden & Andersson, 2011). Muslim women living in the West are often perceived as a threat and an obstacle to Western civilization, but are also subject to violence and threats themselves (Listerborn, 2015, p. 96). 

As I have previously discussed, many Iranians reject Islam following the revolution. It is not merely that they do not follow the religion and adhere to a secular lifestyle, rather, they bear hate for Islam and the people who visibly embody it. However, there are visibly Muslim women in the diaspora as well, and this group face hostile encounters through multiple directions. On one hand, they are rejected belonging by virtue of their religion from their “host” society and on the by the “home” society as well on the other side of the spectrum:

Ruqia: “The only thing when I go to Iran is that I wear the veil, properly[footnoteRef:15]. That makes them think I’m Arab, and Persians don’t like Arabs. I don’t know if it’s because Iranians see themselves as superior, they are classier. They see themselves as more sophisticated and studious than Arabs. When I answer in Persian that I’m Iranian they say, but you must be from somewhere else. When I tell them I’m from Sweden they’re like… “Europe?!”. [15:  Hijab is mandatory by law in Iran, but many young women wear it casually with much of the hair being visible. By “properly”, Ruqia means that she covers her hair by her own desire] 


This quote by Ruqia demonstrates how Islamophobia is woven into what I understand as an Iranian desire to be separate from “Arabs” and all the meanings that is encompassed by such a label. Identity maintenance for Iranians and separation from Arabs dates far back, with a modern nationalist ideology that defines Iran emerging from 1860. According to Zia-Ebrahimi, it emerged as a “discursive quest for dignity and an intellectual response to the trauma of perceived backwardness” (2012, p. 1044). Longing to an imagined pre-Islamic age is embedded in racialized historiographies. In such historiographies, there is a nationalist desire for pre-Islamic power and glory, that is believed to be comparable to contemporary Europe. The scapegoat and antithesis for such desired power and glory becomes Islam and its progenitors, which is understood as Arabs. Such nationalist historiographies have modern day consequences for visibly Muslim women, as Ruqia’s testimony demonstrates. On the other side, Muslim women also face discrimination in public spaces and are marked as undesired. Iranians are therefore both victims of and perpetrators of Islamophobia. This often excludes visibly Muslim Iranian women from a collective belonging of diasporic Iranians (and Swedes). This is reflected in these respective quotes by Ruqia and Sepideh:

Ruqia: It’s mostly, what really stuck, was one time when I was on the subway and someone threw a box of snus (chewing tobacco) on me, and no one said anything. There was a group of guys who started laughing, and I knew it was them. I knew if I’d say something, no one would have my back. I was maybe 21, a lone girl. I thought they’d maybe follow me, so I didn’t say anything. But also, people speaking loudly about you, not to you. Getting shoved on the subway, you can feel the energy, that it’s not only an accident.

Sepideh: Because of my hijab. I was out with my hijabi friends and one non-Muslim friend of ours[footnoteRef:16], and she said: wow, so many people push you guys. We said, what? This doesn’t happen to you? And she said no, so we realized, it’s because of our headscarf, you don’t always think of everything. [16:  The text in bold has been altered to protect Sepideh’s identity, with her consent ] 


Ruqia and Sepideh tell me about hostile acts towards them that are very different to what the other women in this thesis have experienced. It is evident that being visibly Muslim causes a different kind of exposure to racism. Although many women in this study who do not wear hijab still testify to experiencing Islamophobic racism, it is in form of racist comments or other subtle acts of boundary making and marking them as different. Ruqia and Sepideh, who are the only two hijab-wearing participants in the study, testify to experiencing hostile threats that go beyond subtle boundary making practices into outright hateful harassment. In the following passage, Ruqia testifies to harassment in addition to subtle acts that mark her difference: 

Ruqia: I don’t know. Probably not. I get looks, but… I don’t know. Only small instances, like people telling me I speak Swedish well. Once when I was on the bus, this old lady was speaking to some Afghan boys and was cheering them on for learning the language etc. Then she saw me and asked if I’m Muslim, I said yes, and she started yelling being like, “oh you Muslims! Your Quran! You’re terrorists!”. I said, you know what, if I’m ISIS, you’re KKK. That’s the only intense thing I experienced. One time in the police building, this drunk man started saying, you’re really pretty etc. He asked where are you from, I said Sweden, then he said where are your parents from? I said, Iran, he started yelling, saying go back to your country. He was Swedish. Told me to remove my veil and stuff, and the police didn’t even say anything.

Sara: How does that feel?

Ruqia: It makes me angry; it makes me really frustrated. But at the same time, I don’t care. If that makes you feel better, and it makes your faith stronger, whatever. But what bothers me is that it gives a wrong depiction outward, to those who aren’t Muslim. That if Islam was the right path, there weren’t be conflicts between themselves. What’s right?  I think that’s inaccurate. At the end of the day, you represent Islam in the West. As a Muslim you’re already marginalized, you’re a terrorist, ISIS, whatever. If you have the veil you’re already marginalized. I can walk out the door and get abused and get my veil ripped off. It’s harder to get jobs. They would never choose someone who wears a veil. They’d choose a blonde. I worked at a coffee shop before and people would be like, “wow, you speak amazing Swedish! How come?”. I’ve heard, “we admire that you speak such amazing Swedish being an immigrant”. I replied: But… I’m Swedish. I was born here. They were like… but you know what we mean! And I said, no I don’t? You speak good Swedish too, how come? But I understand them too, they see the veil and think immigrant. But they have a lot of prejudice. 

“Subtle acts” are instances that are not deliberately performed to express racism, but still mark difference between the perpetrator and the victim. For example, Ruqia testifies to hearing people say “you speak Swedish well”, which tells her she is an Other, although she was born in Sweden and has lived there her entire life. Through such practices she is rejected membership to Sweden and all the meanings Swedishness encompasses. These are not acts of deliberate harassment, such as the event of her being attacked on the bus. Being denied belonging is not only express verbally. The following quote by Ruqia shows how one can be arbitrarily placed into a belonging by being “a body out of place” (Ahmed, 2000):

Ruqia: But today, I don’t feel like I can be anywhere in Sweden, nice restaurants, many people look. So I stop myself. My fiancé can say, I’m going to book us a table here, and I say no, because I don’t have the energy to deal with the looks, because of my veil. I get many looks, especially in fancier areas. People look down on you, I feel it. The only thing that holds me back is probably going to fancy places. 

This shows how places are classed, and how (visible) religiosity intersects with racialization and class. Ruqia is made aware of her non-belonging through people staring at her, which tells her that she is different and has moved beyond the placement in which they arbitrarily consider her to belong to. In secular Sweden, (visible) religiosity is closely associated with racialization, which particularly refers to Islam. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211564]5.5 Conclusion

I began this chapter by explaining in detail that the racialized difference that “Iranian” women embody is often through body hair, and dark hair in general. This is rooted in scientific racism and Swedish state sponsored quests to “purify” the population towards “racial homogeneity”. I also showed that “difference” constitute a complex mix of racialization and cultural Othering. 

I further highlighted how the women in this study experience that boundaries are drawn between them and various social groups. In many instances, they tell us how they are denied belonging to a Swedish collective, and what encounters stand out as influential in their negotiations of belonging. They also tell us how they subsequently rework their belonging and negotiate it following denials of Swedish national belonging. For double-minorities, and people who do not associate their national identity with a nation-state, belonging becomes difficult to narrate. Minoo, who is Baluch, is often met with puzzled looks when she tells people of her origins. This is often echoed by Kurdish participants, who say that people are rarely satisfied with “Kurdish” as an answer for inquiries about nationalities. Belonging is therefore expressed towards an audience that only recognized “formal” ways of belonging, through citizenship and nation-state identities. For Minoo, when she cannot be placed into an essentialist category that is easily digestible for people who perceive national identities to be synonymous to that of nation-states, she is reluctant to share her heritage and rather says she is Iranian. However, this is also problematic because she does not speak Persian, as Iranians are expected to do. This is an example of how belonging is negotiated and identities are conveyed and influenced by how people understand them in social encounters. When belonging to a Swedish collective is denied, subjects can start exploring what other viable option for belonging they have. For Persian Iranians, such as Tala, this is relatively easy. However, the result becomes a complex relation to “here” and “there”, between lived experience and (often) imagined belonging. I say imagined, because many construct their belonging to “home” based on imaginary ideas of perfect belonging. However, when many travel to their countries of origin, they become acutely aware of spatial non-belonging (I discuss this in detail in subsection 5.3.1). 

Accepting non-belonging to Sweden and succumbing to being labelled “Iranian” is not an easy pursuit either. “Iranian” in Sweden also carries meanings that the women in this study do not associate with, even if they are Persian Iranians. The problematic nature of being arbitrarily placed into the identity of a nation-state is obvious for ethnic minorities, but even for Persian Iranians, we can see that many do not fit the description of what “Iranian” is understood to encompass in Sweden. One example of this is that Iranians are known for being secular in Sweden, which problematizes the belonging of Muslim Iranians. I finish the chapter by analyzing the experiences of visibly Muslim women (hijabis) who have different experiences of racialization and Othering in a secular society such as Sweden. This can also have spatial consequences whereby racialized women are not comfortable to move within and navigate certain spaces, which I discuss in the next chapter. 


















































[bookmark: _Toc130211565]6. Place Belonging

In this chapter I explore how Swedish women of Iranian heritage articulate their belonging to place and negotiate their spatial attachments. The aim is to understand their geographical understandings of home and belonging, how they categorize it and where they place themselves within that understanding. Within this pursuit I will also explore some causal factors that these women identify as influencing their emotional attachments to place. I argue that these women undoubtedly express place belonging to the contexts they live in, but are reluctant to do so because of their experiences in being denied belonging. As ethnic minorities, they have been forced to create their own contexts where belonging can be facilitated. Many cannot associate themselves with “Sweden” because they do not fit the meaning of their understanding of what “Sweden” encompasses. Instead, these women reconstruct their belonging in a multitude of ways, which this chapter will explore. 

A reoccurring theme throughout this thesis is to compare place belonging against discourses of belonging. Some groups have the privilege to be safe and secure in their belonging, and have all their identity markers align with the identities of the places they inhabit. Some groups, including people with histories of migration and racialized people, are not always allowed to belong in white contexts (Carrillo-Rowe, 2005; Croucher, 2014). There are a multitude of results that can emerge from such a rejection of belonging. For this group, we find multiple outcomes of how they have re-worked and reconstructed their belonging. One result we find is that place belonging becomes more localized; many participants express non-belonging to Sweden, or even Stockholm, but their specific municipality or locale gains heightened importance. Another is that people adapt a “global” belonging, which I argue is an expression of non-belonging rather than an expression of embedded belonging. By expressing belonging to obscure places, such as the sky, or heights, belonging is attached to a space that is safe to claim and possess. Another result is rejection of non-belonging and reaffirmation of belonging to Sweden, and all the meanings it encompasses, whether racial, cultural, normative or linguistic, subjects often times create sub-meanings to root themselves in and belong to. An additional outcome can be complete rejection of Swedish belonging and full assertion of “homeland” belonging, which section 4.3 will discuss. As the previous chapter has shown, membership to “Sweden” seems to be understood as carrying certain (mainly ethnic, but also cultural) criteria that these women do not embody. 

Host country belonging is particularly complex for second generations. The analysis of place belonging usually attempts to understand how people, individually and collectively, attach emotional value and feelings to places, generating place belonging (see chapter 3). Place belonging is normally where the individual feels safe and at home. Here, home is used to denote a feeling rather than a domesticized material space (Antonsich, 2010, p. 646), rather, home is “a symbolic space of familiarity, comfort, security and emotional attachment” (hooks, 2009, p. 213). For racialized minorities, “home” can also entail a place in the “diasporic imagination” (Walle, 2013) where one imagines a “true” home to be based on essentialized ideas of belonging. Such belonging is not always based on embodied experiences of place, but rather a re-negotiation of being denied belonging. If racialized minorities are repeatedly told and showed that they do not belong, they often attempt to seek a place where they do “belong”[footnoteRef:17] based on racist ideas of ascribed belonging. Place belonging for majority groups can be constructed along the lines of the aforementioned notions. However, for minority or marginalized groups, belonging cannot always be constructed in the same way. The scope in which racialized groups in particular are allowed to belong is limited in comparison to their white counterparts. This is also true for many other factors, such as class, visible religiosity,  It can therefore be hypothesized that racialized[footnoteRef:18] people cannot navigate society similarly to white middle class people. Similarly, disabled and racialized people might not ever develop a sense of comfort or security to a place. It therefore begs the question, how does place belonging occur with difference, and in what way?  [17:  I write “belong” here in quotation marks because it is questionable whether they actually sense belonging to foreign places that they do not have any embodied experiences to. It is common that second-generations often seek their “true” belonging and once they visit that place quickly realize that they do not feel any sense of belonging. Even if they do feel belonging to that place, it is rarely reciprocated and they are often perceived as foreigners in their countries of “origin”. ]  [18:  In Sweden, history of immigration (often racialized minoritization) goes hand in hand with class with an overwhelming majority of people inhabiting a working-class positionality (Pred, 2000, p. 125)] 


People undoubtedly form attachments to the places they inhabit over time and serve as arenas where everyday lives are enacted and connect individuals to a collective in a process of becoming (Degnen, 2016). By habitually moving, inhabiting, covering and recovering roads, paths and routes, territories become familiarized and find meaning (Fenster, 2005). Through this process, places become territorialized, and for able bodied and neurotypical people generate intuitive senses of behavior (Fortier, 2000). This, May (2013, p. 371) contends, becomes the basis of how we understand our surroundings through “embodied experiences of touch, sound, smell and taste”. This accumulated knowledge of memory and intimate corporeal experiences of everyday use can result in place belonging, and our informal claims to place. Corporeal inhabitation and habitual use of space is one aspect that can not only give spaces meaning, but can also facilitate belonging. This is certainly not sufficient in producing belonging, nor is it the single factor that results in belonging. Our understandings of place identities, and whether those identities are aligned with our own, can influence belonging as well, which I discuss in section 4.3. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211566]6.1 Localization and re-scaling of belonging

As the previous chapter on politicized belonging has demonstrated, the women in this study are often left out of Swedish belonging because of “Sweden” as a label being accompanied with ethnic notions that these women do not embody. As a result, many of them localize and de-scale their belonging from “Sweden” to their local neighborhood or area, which this section will explore in more detail. The first section will discuss recent developments of social exclusion and segregation of ethnic minorities in Sweden. Following this, there will be a section dedicated to suburban belonging and how racialization of place is intricately connected to class, and how this is internalized for ethnic minorities to result in localized geographies of belonging. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211567]6.1.1 Racialized geographies of scalar belonging

Geography demonstrates how spatiality is essential in understanding power relations. Black geographers have paved the way in demonstrating how notions of place are racialized, and this section is influenced by their work in informing my understanding of belonging with difference (McKittrick & Woods, 2007; Hawthrone, 2019, Johnson, 2017; Noxolo, 2017). 

Within geographical knowledge there is a redemptionist tendency to disregard the racist conditions that bred the discipline and cleanse it off its history (Hawthorne & Meché, 2016). As such, a lack of understanding of spaces as racialized and a disregard of race as a unit of analysis is at the core of much of the knowledge (Pulido, 2002; Hawthrone, 2019; Darden & Terra, 2003). As Hawthorne contends, “geographers had abandoned environmental determinisms in favor of studying the economic structures that produce inequality” (2019, p. 3). Such an understanding of normative whiteness within academia, and geography in particular, has caused a disregard for theoretical tools that capture the ongoing productions of race and racisms through the production of space. 

In practice, this can lead to uncritical colonial geographies placed within “the white background of academia” (Johnson, 2020). Within contexts of Swedish research, this often means adapting normative terminology like “immigrants” or “native Swedes” when researching racial and spatial inequality. Gustafson (2009) researches scalar belonging among Swedes and frequently mentions “native Swedes” or “respondents born abroad” in an absolutist sense with no reference to racialization or specification of what these categories mean and who embodies them, and subsequently how that affects their belonging. Nor does it consider the role of colonialism in how history continues to shape geographies of racisms and race (Kobayashi, 2014). As I have discussed in the first chapter that provided a contextual background of the thesis, Sweden has a “hidden” history of colonization, played a significant role in scientific racism and contributed to the erroneous understanding of race as biological difference. As Hawthorne demonstrates, such an understanding has resulted in race being understood in spatial terms that bound individuals and groups to place and classifies them according to geographical locations (2019, p. 3). 

Therefore, the production of space is the production of difference. “Difference” in this sense is always nuanced, and not all marginalized spaces are racialized. There are other power dynamics to space in addition to racialization. In the case of Sweden however, racialization and space are strongly correlated, with most “immigrants” living in working-class suburban areas (Rokem & Vaughan, 2019; Marcińczak et al., 2015). This is visible in micro-geographies as well, which we will see in this subsection. Although this is not a study that is limited to Stockholm, most communities of racialized people are found within the larger cities and only a few of the women in this study were from outside of Stockholm. Recent developments in Stockholm, that I will discuss in detail in this chapter, have caused an ontological shift in place identities, where previously white working-class areas have become “unruly” suburbs that are inhabited by racialized Swedes, often of “immigrant” heritage. As I will argue in this chapter, many women in this study express belonging to these neighborhoods, irrespective of where they might live, because they are seen as racially embodying a depiction of racialized suburban Stockholm. Additionally, I will argue that being understood and coded as embodying suburban belonging, as a form of racialization, can become reclaimed and cause people to associate with it spatially and culturally. As Gustafson (2009, p. 492) claims, “neighborhoods, villages, cities, regions, nations, and larger entities may all give rise to a sense of belonging, partly because of direct personal experiences and partly because of mediated experiences, socially and culturally ascribed meanings”. Prokkola (2009, p. 25) argues that each generation form their own collective narratives through which individual identities are negotiated within shifting geopolitics. This chapter explores how these women express their collective narratives of place belonging through their individual and collective experiences as minority women in a multitude of ways and contexts. 

It is important to distinguish the women in this study, as second-generations who embody a belonging that is separate from nostalgia and kinship biographies, in comparison to people with lived migratory experiences. These women renegotiate their belonging because they are rejected membership to a greater national collective because they do not believe they ethnically embody what it currently means to be “Swedish”. When they re-localize their belonging, it is often to neighborhoods with majority “immigrant” populations, neighborhoods that are racialized and understood as such. 

Christensen & Jensen (2011) find similar evidence in the case of Aalborg, Denmark. They find that ethnic minorities tend to develop belonging to the city rather than to the nation. Wessendorf (2010) researches place attachment among second generation Italians in Switzerland who identify with a co-ethnic diaspora while simultaneously expressing belonging to the city they grew up in. This section similarly finds that some who consider themselves excluded from the politics of national belonging will instead renegotiate their belonging to a localized scale. If racialized Swedes are rejected belonging to “Sweden” with all the meanings it encompasses, whether racial, cultural, normative or linguistic, they often times create other localities to root themselves in and belong to.

[bookmark: _Toc130211568]6.1.2 Re-appropriation and hood belonging – to find unity in mizeria[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Suburban slang based on the English word “misery”] 


Sara: Where do you belong?

Mahnaz: Western Stockholm, Kista, here[footnoteRef:20] in the hood. [20:  Our interview was in a coffee shop in Sollentuna, 4km from Kista] 


Sara: Why?

Mahnaz: I just spend so much time here, I’ve been here ever since I grew up, I was born here essentially.

Although Mahnaz did not select Sweden as one of her places of belonging, she repeatedly expresses throughout the interview how she belongs in the north-western parts of Stockholm. She was brought up and lives in a working-class (and, by extension, ethnic minority-dense) neighborhood in Sollentuna, which is very close to Kista (see index 1). However, Sollentuna is a socio-economically mixed neighborhood. There are villas by lake Edsviken that are home to white upper classes and there are apartment complex neighborhoods that are home to working class families, mostly of immigrant backgrounds. Kista, however, is mostly home to immigrants (Dalhammar, 2004, p. 32) and is not ethnically or culturally mixed between white and racialized Swedes, like Sollentuna is: 

Sara: But you don’t feel at home in Sollentuna as you do in Kista?

Mahnaz: No, I’m barely in Sollentuna. I just sleep here. *Laughs*. It’s also something about the negative depiction people have about the place. It’s negative, even the media. I don’t see it at all. I’m never scared here, I never think, I’m going to be robbed or anything. The fact that people spread that negative image makes me feel an even stronger connection to it and that I feel home there.

Sara: Where do you then feel most at home?

Mahnaz: It has to be Kista. I have people I’m safe with there, even though I don’t share the same heritage as them, or speak the same language, it’s there. In Baluchistan, or in Asia or the Middle East in general, they don’t have the same thing as we do here in the West, these exclusionary neighborhoods we have here. When you see that you feel like, it really isn’t like that.

During the past two decades, segregation has increased in metropolitan districts in Sweden, with a development towards immigrant-majority housing areas separating from the rest of society. These developments have resulted in unity in suburbs through expressions of place being connected through language, culture and identity (Sernhede, 2011, p. 162), which we can see with my conversation with Mahnaz. She does not feel at home in “Sweden”, but western Stockholm is where she belongs. When I ask her why that is, she says she associates with it for a number of reasons. Primarily, she associates with it because it is depicted negatively which causes her to feel belonging and feelings of “home”, and additionally for sharing sentiments of exclusion based on socio-economic segregation. A collective identity based on socio-economic exclusion is connected to western Stockholm as a place which constitutes Mahnaz’s belonging. 

In addition to the lack of resources in north-western Stockholm, framing the segregated areas as “unsecure” adds to the racialized understanding of the place. Christensen & Jensen (2011) scrutinize the racialization of place and find in the case of Aalborg East (in Copenhagen) that the stigma derives from a securitization that is constructed in relation to ethnic minority men. The perceived aggressiveness of ethnic minority men is constructed in contrast to the powerless and frightened ethnic majority, “through a discourse equating a specific intersection of age, gender and ethnicity with aggression and violence” (p. 81). In the case of Mahnaz, the stigma of the place contradicts her lived experiences, which causes her to reclaim and reappropriate the places as her own. Subsequently, she sees herself as belonging to the segregation, and the “exclusionary neighborhoods”. The same results are found in many Scandinavian contexts (Sernhede, 2009; Larsen, 2008; Delica, 2011). Mahnaz is therefore performing a resistance of what Carrillo-Rowe describes as such: “the ways in which hegemonic discourses "hail" us as subjects can thus be rethought through belonging: not only in terms of how power hails us, but also the ways in which power may be hailed by us as a resistive reinscription” (2005, p. 28). 

Consequently, Mahnaz feels a connection to Sollentuna based on its spatial stigmatization, rather than her habitat being there. Safety is a reoccurring theme in her belonging, and she claims she feels safe in Sollentuna (irrespective of the “negative image”). Her safety in Kista is socially grounded, where she claims she has “people she is safe with”. This shows how social ties can influence the geographies of belonging, which is particularly interesting for ethnic minorities who often consider themselves to be disenfranchised. Her safety, rather than being tied to lack of crime, government protection, or any other factor, is constructed socially and emotionally. Much research has been dedicated to ethnic minorities’ encounters with government authorities, police in particular. Most of this research indicates that ethnic minorities in Sweden feel maltreated by authorities, even when they are victims of crime (Schclarek Mulinari, 2017, p. 33; Sarnecki, 2006). For this reason, as we can see with Mahnaz, community safety finds increased importance in facilitating spatial belonging. Christensen & Jensen (2011, p. 88) find in response to spatial stigmatization, ethnic minorities respond with an internalization, but “what is being internalized, then, is not the discrediting itself, but rather awareness of being discredited”:

They would ask me, for example, where do you live? And I’d answer, Sollentuna, and they say, “oh, probably Malmvägen[footnoteRef:21], right?” [21:  Street in Sollentuna consisting mostly of apartments, with a significant immigrant population; many of the apartments in Malmvägen are part of “Miljonprogrammet”; a social democratic initiative similar to government subsidized “projects”] 


In the quote above, Mahnaz is being ascribed a spatial belonging based on her physical attributes that are racialized and therefore confined to racialized places. In such instances, embodied belonging and familiarity with material surroundings, temporal aspects, citizenship, and all other factors we associate with belonging come to find less meaning. Belongings of ethnic minorities within contexts that are constructed by ethnic majorities therefore limit the spaces in which we are allowed to claim as our own, regardless of how we have moved within them and inhabited them. Many have previously explored how everyday mundane practices, inhabitations and habitual use of space and spatial movements facilitate place belonging (Fenster, 2005; de Certeau, 1984; Leach, 2002). Through Mahnaz’ experience we can see that belonging can be fostered as an individual sentiment through individual practices, but can ultimately be rejected based on being arbitrarily placed in a racialized belonging. For her, it is evident that everyday practices that create attachments to place are insufficient in facilitating belonging as long as she is Othered by the ethnic majority population. 

Sara: How come you’re so attached to the northern side?

Dania: I don’t know, I just can’t stand the southern side when it comes to living there. I will lose myself; I won’t find my house. If I leave the house I won’t know where I am. I have nothing to do with that side. The only thing I’ve done there is, there might’ve been some party, or I’m going to Tolvan[footnoteRef:22]… That’s the farthest I’ll go. I have no other connection. I mean, it’s beautiful, there are nice places, I went to school there. But I wouldn’t want to do that again. We are so different. I’ve met a lot of people from that side. The way we joke, words, slang, everything is different, we don’t understand each other. Now I’m just talking about the hood, hood slang. [22:  An amusement center in the southern part of central Stockholm ] 


Dania’s quote above illustrates how belonging can be informed by habitual inhabitation and familiarity of place. Although Mahnaz and Dania’s experiences are different, they both point to an interesting development of place identity in Stockholm’s suburbs. Both Dania and Mahnaz express reluctance to belong to Sweden because they feel excluded from the collective label. Some suburbs however, are reimagined from historically white working-class areas to become home to racialized people who find unity in “misery”. I am reading Mahnaz and Dania’s testimonies with Yarker’s words in mind, who reminds researchers to focus on “people’s agency in giving meaning to the places in which they live” (2018, p. 12). The distinction Dania makes to separate herself from southern Stockholm is particularly worth noting. The geographic difference is a mere 20km in distance, separated by central Stockholm (see index 1), yet she notes cultural and linguistic differences. Dania’s familiarity with her surroundings informs her belonging, which subsequently causes her to set apart her familiarity from her unfamiliarity as well, which produces the sites in which she feels belonging (Löfgren, 1993, p. 117). Through this practice of “making” and practicing place, Dania constructs her belonging. This is a practice that is visible throughout many quotes among other participants as well:

Maral: Yeah, if a flat is in Bredäng it’s a lot cheaper whereas if it’s one stop away in Mälarhöjden it’s so much cheaper. A lot of people say the hood is tragic etc, but my generation, it wasn’t misery for us the same way it is now. It was a positive feeling, so I never really got in touch with “the bad” in that way. Then when I got into my teens there was a big change. When I saw my youngest sister, she went to the same school as me. She was a stereotypical unruly kid from the suburbs, had her own social settings etc, while we were actually really isolated. In general I look back at it with a positive view, but we were really isolated from the rest of Stockholm. We just acted differently from other people. There were _two_ Swedish people in my school.

In Stockholm, as well as many other urban centers in Sweden, the social construction of space coincides with the social construction of race (Pred, 2000, p. 125). The interrelating relationship between spatial and social structures is part of a critical geography which understands space as socially constructed and socially constructing (Lefevbre, 1991; Massey, 1994; Harvey, 1996). A development of this can be seen throughout the Nordic countries with place becoming increasingly associated with class and race, with immigrants living disproportionately in socio-economic segregation (Sernhede, 2011; Borresen, 2002; Bauman, 2004; Puhakka, 2005). Segregation causes certain spaces within Stockholm to be constructed within a widely held imagination regarding “physical attributes of places and the nature of the inhabitants and what daily transpires within their confines” (Pred, 2000, p. 127). 

One of these places is Bredäng, a working-class neighborhood highly populated by ethnic minorities in the south of Stockholm, where Maral is from. Bredäng and Mälarhöjden are 2km apart, yet the socio-economic differences cause Maral to perceive Mälarhöjden as a place that is different from Bredäng. For Maral, such place based “isolation” in Bredäng was positive because of a communal unity. The lack of white students is widely considered negative, because ethnic plurality[footnoteRef:23] and increased presence of white Swedes is often associated with success (Roda & Wells, 2013; Loza, 2021). While for Maral, the lack of “Swedish” people at her school has resulted in a unity among ethnic minorities and rendered Bredäng a safe place for her, causing her to feel belonging. A study by Petersen (2019, p. 1) on gang violence in Denmark shows how social alienation, particularly in children’s school contexts, is correlated with having an “immigrant background” (see also Safipour et al., 2011). Maral’s quote rejects the spatial stigmatization of the hood as a troubled political failure of assimilation. Rather, growing up in a separatist environment that shielded her from racisms and social alienation became cause for unity. Maral refutes the hegemonic understandings of the Swedish suburbs and the synonymizing of “problem areas” with “problematic people”. This tells us that there is a discrepancy of place identities and the understandings of place between people with lived experiences and the people who imagine them.   [23:  In political attempts of “integration” this is often denotes a limited number of ethnic minorities (around 20%) of varying cultural heritages scattered among Swedes] 


Geographic distance becomes unimportant in identity constructions of ethnic minorities that are associated with place. Maral, similarly to Dania, separates herself and her identification with Bredäng, a municipality in southern Stockholm, from the rest of Stockholm by noting that there are differences of mannerisms. However, it is not the geographic distance that is important here on its own. As we can see in Mahnaz’s testimony, she separates herself by claiming belonging to Kista rather than Sollentuna, which are a mere 5km apart. Places can therefore be understood as “a production, an achievement, rather than an autonomous reality in which things or people are located” (Tilley, 1994, p. 17). Maral, Dania and Mahnaz all have their own understandings of the places they inhabit, which subsequently creates understandings of other places that sets them apart and carves out their place belonging. Such border-making practices become crucial in facilitating a belonging that they see themselves reflected in and they can belong to without having their attachment contested. 

Non-belonging to Sweden and re-localization of belonging is a practice that is echoed by many other participants in addition to Mahnaz. Setareh expresses non-belonging to Sweden, she admits that Sweden as a whole encompasses certain criteria of membership that she lacks. She says: 

Sara: Do you think Sweden is the place you belong?

Setareh: I was born here, I’ve lived here my entire life, the fate of life has happened in this country. It really depends where I am, not all places in Sweden for sure, absolutely not. I feel like I belong in the hood[footnoteRef:24], whatever hood I’m in, wherever there are people that are like me, that look like me. But the problem with that is that I feel like I belong there, but I’m not claimed there. It’s a weird experience because I’ll sit there, feel at home, understand everyone, every reference, every lifestyle, every tv-series, I understand the culture, I come from it. But I don’t have the energy to prove myself all the time. [24:  Note on translation: Setareh used the word “orten” which is slang and short for “förort”, meaning suburban area. Similar to neighborhood being shortened to “hood”, which is why I selected that word in this context] 


Setareh attaches value to “looks” in belonging, stating that she belongs wherever there are “people like me, that look like me”. This again reasserts my previous claim of how places are racialized. Setareh attaches value to the “hood” in a general sense, as an idea of place that is geographically imprecise and cannot be limited to a specific area. The suburbs are areas that are not racially homogenous, but where ethnic minorities suddenly become majorities. This indicates that she understands them as a safe haven that is distant from racisms. The suburbs are places where she is spared differential treatment based on her phenotypical features. Setareh’s place belonging is spatially different to Mahnaz and Dania’s expressions of local belonging, who specify which racialized spatialities they belong to. Setareh does not specify whether she belongs to the suburbs of Gothenburg, Malmö or Stockholm, rather she simply belongs where racialized minorities are present. 

It is important to note the conditions that have rendered belongings like the ones demonstrated within this section. In Sweden generally speaking, many Iranians have adapted to Sweden as “model immigrants” with “successful degrees of integration”, and I have previously shown how Iranians are perceived in Sweden vis-á-vis other minority groups. This notwithstanding, they are still racialized minorities who have different experiences with systems of racisms and adapting to environments where they are constantly told, in various ways, that they do not belong. As people who are children of immigrants, there are structural constraints in material assets and access to resources which has spatial consequences.

In such a struggle of societal exclusion, lack of welfare and resources can be cause for unity, as we see in Setareh’s case. She references a mutual understanding in the suburbs, based on culture. Such mobilization of group identities in local contexts describes how people can respond to “material deprivation and exclusion over time produce and mobilise discursive identities in an attempt to make local scales of understanding speak to larger national-level concerns” (Spiropoulos, 2021, p. 226). 

In Sweden, most people with migratory histories have come to Sweden as refugees. They have started from a place of no linguistic knowledge, no education that is valid in Sweden, no knowledge of societal norms and cultures, no awareness of social welfare systems and no social networks or family support systems. Therefore, the working-class experience of white Swedes will be different to that of racialized Swedes. Racialized Swedes are often subject to social exclusion (Herz & Johansson, 2012; Bask, 2005), housing segregation (Andersson & Magnusson, 2014; Molina, 1997); and labor-market discrimination (Pred, 2000, p. 80).  For this reason, racialized bodily markers are read as cultural markers, with derogatory terms like “foreigner” or “immigrant” being used solely for a certain type of “immigrant” that is constantly pushed into social disadvantages. It is through such social deprivation that spatial segregation occurs and that shape the geographies of the women in this study. 

Conclusively, my intention with this section has been to revoke the (white) narrative of suburban Stockholm as “dangerous” and refute the securitization of certain areas and the people that live within them. By giving agency to the people that construct these areas through their everyday lives to narrate their belonging themselves we can understand how space and belonging interrelate for ethnic minority women in metropolitan areas in Sweden. In this way, they are given spatial agency (Montgomery, 2016) to exercise control over the places they inhabit. Rather than the places they inhabit being perceived as antitheses of integration and securitized as dangers to (white) society, we can see how they are rooted in unity, mutual understanding and communal safety. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211569]6.1.3 Confined belonging

As we saw in the previous chapter, ethnic minorities who exist within a context where they are consistently reminded of political anxieties of belonging, constantly have to negotiate and weigh their embodied belonging internally against discourses of belonging externally. Throughout this chapter, we have seen various ways in which these women cope with discursive rejections of belonging. This section aims to show how being rejected belonging can become internalized and cause people to feel non-belonging to the places they feel embodied comfort and familiarity in. As a result, belonging is attached to confined spaces where belonging cannot be denied. As such, they are “safe” to belong to certain confined spaces. This often occurs within a house, a room, or an obscure space, such as the sky, or the globe. This chapter will explore how this occurs for what I call double ethnic minorities, who are minoritized in their country of origin and in their current context. In this section, I only explore double minoritization with specific reference to Kurds. I will also explore the various meanings of “home”, which is often used interchangeably with “house”. Here is an excerpt from my interview with Gisou, to help us understand how the negotiation between these factors operates:

Sara: Why don’t you want to choose a place in Sweden?

The first place of thought of was a lookout tower where I live, we’ve lived here for eight years and the place was built like two years ago. It feels like my place, all of Årstaberg feels like my place because we’ve been here since it was built. But I feel intellectually that I don’t want to give Stockholm, or Sweden, the credit? (said with a questioning tone). I don’t know, I can’t explain it. I feel like a defying teenager, but my heart can’t.

Sara: Why is it like that?

Gisou: […] I’ve been thinking “oh I don’t feel at home in Stockholm anyways so it’s going to be so easy” [to move abroad]. I’ve lived abroad before but never three years in a row, but then I think I slowly start realizing, “ugh, Stockholm has become a home for me” (emphasis is her own). But, that’s because I still want to give the people here the credit, and not the geographical place. But that’s happened whether I like it or not. And that’s like an internal fight I have that is only intellectual. In my heart Årstaberg is probably my home. But I wouldn’t want to represent it outwards, I don’t know why. I think… I don’t want to land in some despise of Sweden because that’s not what it is. It’s not that I hate Sweden and Stockholm. I think it’s… if I get to represent what a home is to me, I don’t want to appoint that place that value, but I still realize that is has value, does that make sense? And that has more to do with Stockholm, it’s the only place that I’ve had the longest permanent connection to because my dad’s lived here since I was 3. There’s no other place that I’ve had a connection this stable to. But I just think this city is so unwelcoming. Even if I have a place here I’ve had to carve it out myself and it has more to do with my own effort to make my own place my home rather than Stockholm having done that. That’s why I don’t want to give Stockholm that credit.

The first part of the quote tells us how the temporal aspect of habitation can result in belonging. Gisou claims ownership of Årstaberg[footnoteRef:25] with attribution to time spent living there. At the same time, the belonging she expresses to her material and physical surroundings in Årstaberg is constrained by her emotional feelings about Stockholm as a whole. I ask her to specify, and she repeats the temporality of her belonging to Stockholm as a whole. She also attributes this partially to “the people”, not “the geographical place”, which is illustrated with a different type of people. The understanding of a home is central in belonging, and as I have argued before, it is a feeling that is associated with notions of safety, rootedness and belonging, rather than a domestic, material space. As Blunt & Dowling argue, “home” is a complex construct of socio-spatial relations and emotions (2006, p. 3), in the case of Gisou, the social aspect of “home” is at war with the spatial aspect: [25:  Mostly white working-class neighborhood] 


“Even if I have a place here I’ve had to carve it out myself and it has more to do with my own effort to make my own place my home rather than Stockholm having done that”

As Rose (1993) has argued, the home is not always perceived as a loving place that represents security, rather it can be a space of danger, violence, alienation and unhappiness. That notion goes beyond domesticity, and negative connotations of place can result in the lack of feeling “home” as a desired spatial imaginary (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). Among Swedes, it is generally known that there is a culture of unfriendliness, which is widely known by expats who have lived in Sweden (InterNations, 2021). One report that measures quality of life for expats found that Sweden ranked the lowest in factors such as ease of settling in, feeling at home, friendliness and finding friends. The women in this study are not expats, but the findings of the report are indicative of the environment in which these women have grown up. Gisou has relocated to Stockholm from a city in the north and has experienced difficulty in constructing a home in Sweden, which she attributes to her own doing rather than “Stockholm”. 

An understanding of “home” beyond domesticity, as a place of rootedness that can occur at any scale is sensed with heightened alarm by people with migratory experiences. These anxieties of belonging are increasingly brought up by essentialist notions of “true” belonging that is based in racisms and politicized discourses of belonging. Such an exploration of belonging is more difficult for people with forced migratory backgrounds, who live in exile and produce belonging in place-based imaginaries, which the next section will discuss in more detail.

The home is not only a space of safety and familiarity. Feminist geographers have often explored domestic spaces as arenas of oppression (Varley, 2008), and often times, fear (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). For the women in this study we find that the domestic scale constitutes confined spaces where belonging is expressed, when larger scale belonging cannot be claimed or associated with. Rather than claiming belonging to Sweden, belonging is expressed to the home, or other micro-scaled geographies. For Evin, her embodied belonging to Kurdistan is limited, rather it lives in her imaginary and is therefore expressed in macro-geographies:

Evin: “I think Kurdistan is a bit diffuse for me. That identity is more diffuse because it’s intangible. I never got to live it out, I had to flee, and that’s had an impact on me. I don’t have a specific place, which is why I only choose residences, because it’s difficult for me to feel safety. I had an unsafe childhood with war and refuge until I was 6. It had a big impact on me.”

Evin became a refugee at a very young age, during her formative years when understandings of home and place are being formed. People with migratory histories create their dwellings as meaningful spaces through attempting to recreate domesticity abroad (Boccagni, 2014). Home as a space therefore becomes a way of remembering the past and reproducing safety through material relations (Fletcher, 1999). The first two photos of Evin’s belonging will be discussed in subsection 4.4.2, but what is perhaps most striking is the difference of scale in her Kurdistan belonging (first two) in contrast to her Swedish belonging (last four). 
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Landscape photos of the Shaho mountains in Kurdistan, and her home village, Naghdeh
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At home with her mother in Älvsjö[image: ]

At home hosting a famous Kurdish politician who was murdered by the Iranian regime
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A lake close to her home in Älvsjö, Stockholm
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On her route home in Långbro, Stockholm
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The view from her bedroom window in Älvsjö, Stockholm

Home, as Caluya (2011) has shown, can be used as a nationalistic metaphor to highlight an imagined community based on state borders that draws boundaries between people. Home can also be understood as a dwelling, a house, and the two are often conflated (Blunt, 2006, p. 88). What I argue here with the help of Evin’s images is that home, for people with migratory histories, can be produced within the house. As people who are excluded from the home of the national collective, they re-produce their meanings of home within their dwellings. For Evin, the first photos of her belonging (to Kurdistan) were of large landscapes. The photos from Sweden that illustrated her belonging were either within the house of in the surrounding areas. As such, the house can encompass a material culture that “appears as both our appropriation of the larger world and often as the representation of that world within our private domain” (Miller, 2001, p. 1). 

It is debated whether the house is private (Morley, 2000), it does nonetheless provide a boundary that inhibiters exercise control over to a certain extent (Vasquez-Tokos & Yamin, 2020). Such a boundary can also be found within the home, with privacy being felt within bedrooms, or other spatialities.  This is how Minoo, Setareh and Nilofar describe their confined belongings: 

Minoo: My bed in my parents’ home. I don’t live there anymore, but there’s something about my bed that I love. I’ve cried too much in that bed, a lot has happened there. That’s where I used to lay my head and sleep.

Setareh: My room in Skogås[footnoteRef:26], where I have all my instruments. No one else is there. [26:  Suburban area in southern Stockholm] 


Nilofar: I was always there when we lived in Västerhaninge. I was always at home or in the forest, I didn’t go to school there, so I didn’t know anyone there. I was only there to be in my room, I was an angsty teenager who wanted to be alone and I couldn’t, at the time we were living with my mom’s ex and his daughter. It was crowded[footnoteRef:27]. I never had anything against him, but we didn’t hit it off very well, so if I were at home I’d be in my room or in the forest. I’d go there to smoke munbloss[footnoteRef:28], I’d listen to music and think very much. Read. Saw an elk. It’s an emotional place for me, I haven’t been there since I moved out when I was 19. [27:  For a class analysis of privacy, see Boyce (2006)]  [28:  Smoking by only inhaling in the mouth and not into the lungs] 


Nilofar’s quote demonstrates how houses do not equate to privacy, and that confinement and sense of privacy can occur in any spatialities, even in forests that are not generally considered private spaces. In this way, many spaces can become “domesticized” through social processes and (re)attribution of meaning and emotional attachment. This is a process that causes objects and material spaces to become charged with meanings through emotional attachments (Boccagni, 2014). This is a phenomenon that both Nilofar and Minoo demonstrate above, how they have experienced emotional processes within certain material spaces, and those processes then become associated with the spaces in which they developed. This is one-way emotional attachment to space occurs and how spaces find meaning for people. For ethnic majorities, this might be expressed as belonging to Sweden, however, as we have seen, for these women it is expressed in lower scales in a multitude of ways.  
Although previous research has shown that the domestic space can be arenas of oppression and fear for women (Blunt and Dowling 2006; Varley 2008), it can find heightened importance for many women as a space of comfort, especially for neurodivergent women. We can see this in the case of Niko, who is diagnosed with autism. This is how she expresses her experience in Iran, with her family assuring her privacy:  
Niko: No, I had the time to do that [rest]. They made sure I could be alone at times. I had my own room, so I could rest and stuff like that.

It is important here to understand the intersection of ableism, gender and race for Niko in her negotiations of belonging. In some other passage of hers that we have seen previously, it is evident that she cannot produce belonging on similar geographical scales as neurotypical participants. She has claimed that there are cultural factors in Iran that prevent her from feeling comfort within public areas in Iran. Rather, she feels comfort within confined spaces in Iran, or in certain cities in Stockholm along certain people. She expresses belonging to four places in our interviews: her grandmother’s living room in Tehran, her other grandmother’s living room in Ardabil, Stockholm and Skövde (a city in southern Sweden). It is evident that her belonging to the two cities in Sweden are characterized by comfort and familiarity: 

(Stockholm): I was born here, I lived here the first years of my life and I’ve always felt like I will return here in some way. And I have, I live here since a few years back. It feels very comfortable. You feel at home in some way.

(Skövde) That’s where I grew up mostly. I’ve grown up in two different houses on each side of town, but I still feel like I know so much of the city. I know what forest is the best for walking, I know what store I like the most. I know where all the different schools are. I know how the square has changed; we only have one square *laughs*.
 
On the contrary, her belonging in Iran is expressed to confined domestic spaces, and the people that inhabit them:

No, I feel like I do belong among my family in Iran, but maybe not in society.

Niko’s confined belonging in Iran, in contrast to her belonging to Sweden, is expressed through autobiographical factors. On the contrary, her belonging to Sweden is embodied and expressed at the local scale. She expresses familiarity of place, through claiming she knows the city. Her everyday movements and habitual use of space have facilitated place belonging for her, that she does not feel in Iran. In Iran, she belongs wherever her family are, within confined spaces, away from the unfamiliarity of public areas. 

This chapter has explored how certain confined spaces find meaning for people and becomes places of belonging. Primarily I argue that temporality is important in the production of belonging, but that such an attachment and production of a home can still be disrupted by socio-political aspects of belonging. As Gisou’s experiences have shown us, the spatial and social aspects of home are at war and disrupt her attachments to place. It is in this way that racialized women in Sweden constantly have to re-negotiate their belonging and fluctuate between their varying relationships with their spatialities and material surroundings. 

“Home” can be constructed in various scales and is not only limited to a dwelling. It is a desired spatial imaginary that often exists for people like the women in this study, but it finds heightened importance for double minorities. The exilic awareness and desire for a home is a disrupting factor in the negotiations of belonging. We can especially see this with how Evin has illustrated her belonging with photos. Belonging to Kurdistan is expressed through large landscapes, whereas belonging to Sweden is expressed through confined spaces, such as the home. 

Feminist research has previously found that the home can be a dangerous space for women rather than being a space of comfort and privacy (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Varley, 2008). For the women in this study, the nation is perceived as not belonging to them, so home is therefore expressed through the physical and material surroundings of the dwelling. There is however an intersection of social class, ableism and racism through which these women construct their belonging differently. Nilofar comes from a working-class family and said that her home was always crowded and she was therefore never awarded privacy. She therefore went to the forest to experience a private and confined space to which she now expresses emotional attachment and belonging. Similarly for Niko who is neurodivergent, she cannot express belonging to public areas in Sweden or Iran, in which confined spaces become increasingly important in order for her to produce place belonging. 
Confined spaces therefore become important in the various ways racialized minorities and double minorities express their belonging to place when rejected belonging to the nation. This finds different results through the different ways people are minoritized. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211570]6.2 Agency in belonging

Although agency is widely debated within various social scientific disciplines, I aim to provide a brief understanding as a point of departure (Frank, 2006). I understand agency as “the socio-culturally mediated capacity to act” (Ahern, 2001). This vague definition can be applied in a multitude of ways, but I use it as a tool for understanding individuality in belonging. 

Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst have coined the term “elective belonging” to stress the role of agency and personal choice in place attachments. The authors contest the traditional idea that “home” and belonging is where one is “born and bred” (2005, p. 38). Their work brings up an important distinction in showing how belonging is inconsistent and dynamic. They specify that their work concerns the middle classes as that kind of elective spatial mobility is a privileged option. However, their work does not engage with racialized understandings of place and how spatial segregation separate what certain people are allowed to belong. This is a crucial element in race critical geographies that is often overlooked. This is evident in how Dania describes her safety in western Stockholm versus her discomfort in Östermalm[footnoteRef:29]:  [29:  Upper-class neighbourhood in the eastern part of central Stockholm] 


Because I know people here, I have contacts. They are just a call away and I will get help. This doesn’t have to be true, but I don’t stick out here. In Östermalm, I do. They can tell I’m not from there. But walking around Kista centrum, they can assume that I live on the next street. There is a big difference like that, there is a segregation. I speak differently with Al-Wadi’s corner shop, I speak “importsvenska”[footnoteRef:30] with him, but if I go to H&M in Östermalm I put on a different persona. It’s subconscious. Afterwards I’m always like, what am I doing?! It’s so crazy, but it’s because you want to be accepted. Even though I am a black head[footnoteRef:31] I do speak Swedish. And it’s also crazy that you have to prove that. [30:  “Importsvenska” is slang which translates to Swedish spoken by someone who has recently moved to Sweden]  [31:   “Svartskalle” literally translates to black skull or black head, it’s a derogatory referring to people with dark hair rather than blonde] 


Micro-geographies are not individualized matters that are solely a production of how the Self relates to its physical and material environment. There are internal and agentic aspects to how belonging is produced, but there are also external and discursive influences that can impact how we choose to belong, or how we feel like we are allowed to belong, and how we understand our physical and material surroundings. Dania’s quote above tells us that there is a discursive understanding of racialized places in Stockholm where ethnic minorities belong in segregated suburban areas, whereas white Swedes are the ones that belong in upper-class neighborhoods.

This chapter focuses on belonging to place, whereas the previous chapter focuses on the politicized aspects of belonging. Often times, place belonging is a result of place identities and cannot therefore be separated from the politics of belonging. The following quote from Mahnaz’s interview has been mentioned before, here it is in its entirety to show how rejection of belonging and racist encounters can have spatial consequences: 

I noticed that a Swede could change their accent when they spoke to me and put on a “hood” accent. It was disgusting. I felt like, “what the fuck?”. They would ask me, for example, where do you live? And I’d answer, Sollentuna, and they say, “oh, probably Malmvägen, right?” and I’d be like, yeah… but why? What’s your point? And then kept changing the way he spoke to me. What difference does it make if I live in Edsviken[footnoteRef:32] or Malmvägen? Why should you change the way you speak to me? I’m like any other person. [32:  Upper class neighborhood in Sollentuna, consists mostly of villas by the lake with the same name] 


Mahnaz has told me that she feels a stronger connection to Sollentuna, and feels more at home because of how the place is depicted negatively. This goes beyond a classist identification of place (Preece, 2020), and adds a dimension of a racialized identification of place that she sees herself embodied in. This can be due to others’ positioning of her into that place, or her own understanding of place. Disidentifying with place is a result of a multitude of factors, some agentic, some discursive. Much of the literature on belonging discusses agency and class in elective belonging (Savage et al., 2005; Stillerman, 2017; Jeffery, 2018) and disidentification (Preece, 2020), there is however limited knowledge on how disidentifying and elective belonging occurs as a result of racism and other forms of Othering. 

Leyla: There’s a reason we moved there, we used to live in Rågsved[footnoteRef:33], my mom said she didn’t like the area because there were many racists there, there was a lot of crazy stuff going on. Årsta[footnoteRef:34] is a calm area, there’s nature, it’s close to the city center. I can experience people not letting me claim the hood, but I get it, but I’ve been here a lot, I’ve experienced these places, it’s not like I’ve been 5 times to Alby, no. All those festivals, I was there, I performed, when my mom went to women’s associations, I went to family friends. I haven’t lived in Husby or Kista properly since I was a kid but I grew up there, I have my family there, my dad, my grandparents. There’s a duality of being pissed at from both sides, you’re not blatte enough and you’re not svenne enough. At the same time, I’m not Swedish enough here or Pakistani enough there, why do I have to answer to everyone?  [33:  Ethnically mixed working-class neighborhood in southern Stockholm]  [34:  White, middle-class neighborhood] 


Leyla’s quote tells us about what it is like to desire belonging and be denied membership to a certain collective. Their belonging is one-sided, and Leyla perceives herself as possessing all the requirements for belonging, yet is rejected and told she does not belong. Belonging is therefore not simply a matter of agency, there are greater social forces that impact who is allowed to belong and who is not, based on certain embodied criteria. Racialized identities in modern day Stockholm are often created in a limited space. It is known that racialized women have less space and more narrow margins to develop identities within. As hooks explains, identities can be constructed within crude forms of racism – and they can be constructed in a way that challenges how they are expected to identify (McKittrick, 2011, p. 244). Setareh feels like she belongs to a collective, the “hood”, by the basis of shared marginalization. However, she also claims that she is rejected such a belonging because she lacks identification with how the typical racialized woman from the suburbs is expected to be. This, again, tells how belonging is performed. To belong is not something that is naturally innate to us, that is visible on our bodies. However, it is influenced by how other people perceive and categorize us, which is particularly true for racialized women. 

Leyla’s attitude towards place is worth noting, because it demonstrates a socio-spatial negotiation. Place-based identities are understood through essentialist categorizations of blattar belonging to the working-class and whites belonging to the middle-class. As such, when Leyla discusses trying to “strive for better”, she is suddenly denied membership to a place-based collective that is known as “the hood”. Although she has inhabited those places, she is not allowed to claim belonging based on her perceived lack of lived experience. These micro-geographies of belonging tell us about race and class in Stockholm, and how places are discursively shaped through the violence of racialization that are placed on and experienced by these women. 

As many participants have echoed, “Sweden” is an exclusionary label with ethnic undertones that encompasses certain characteristics that they do not associate with. Western Stockholm (Leyla talks about this area through municipalities Husby and Kista[footnoteRef:35]) discursively has a negative portrayal as belonging to ethnic minorities, which some identify with and attach their belonging to. Many participants in this study feel free to attach their belonging to any racialized suburban area in metropolitan cities, they do not however feel as free to belong in and associate with areas in central Stockholm, or even upper-class areas in certain suburban neighborhoods. I have previously criticized previous research for viewing belonging as an agentic matter, there is undoubtedly an element of “choosing” in belonging, however, as we learn from this section, this is very limited for ethnic minorities.  [35:  Both working-class neighborhoods in the northern part of Stockholm, known for being mostly populated by ethnic minorities] 


Mahnaz and Dania’s respective belonging point to a blind spot in the understanding of belonging that Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst bring up in regards to elective belonging. Jeffery (2018) makes a contribution to this debate through adding “prescribed belonging” to foreground the class relations of neighborhood restructuring. This is undoubtedly useful in classist understandings of belonging, however, a classist understanding of belonging as not intersecting with other factors is insufficient. Such a hegemonic understanding and a lack of specificity of what and whose belongings are being discussed carries an understanding of place as open to all, where in reality, places are exclusionary and bordered. Racialized people therefore do not have the same agency, regardless of class positionality, as their white counterparts. The presumption of belonging therefore reaffirms dominant identity formations and erases agency in belonging and the choices we make around our belongings (Carrillo Rowe, 2005, p. 32). White belonging, that “elective belonging” presupposes, therefore carries an element of hybridity wherein political processes are less determining and limiting (Visweswaran, 1994, p. 132).

[bookmark: _Toc130211571]6.3 Embodied belonging

In the previous section, I have shown how agency in belonging is limited for certain groups of people. In this section, I will show how belonging can be embodied through bodily and sensory familiarity of place. As such, there is a tension between where our bodies sense familiarity to and where we are told we should belong as our “true” belonging. There are undoubtedly performative aspects to belonging and relational positioning toward other people, however, there are also dynamic and complex interplays of power that influence belonging, in addition to spatial and sensory awareness. Spatial belonging is also rooted in our embodied awareness of our physical and material surroundings. 

Blokland (2019) uses Bourdieu’s concept of “doxa” (1994, p. 57) to explain how spatial belonging is “doxic” and therefore falls into a natural appearance, and causes what we “know”, what is proper, and what is “right” within places to pass by unnoticed. Although belonging is undoubtedly shaped in the everyday process and habitual use of space, it is not only visually embodied, and not only constructed through walking, as most of the geographical literature on belonging focuses on[footnoteRef:36]. In this chapter, I aim to explore sensuous geographies and demonstrate how spatial belonging is embodied, and how spatial belonging translates to sensory and embodied knowledge. Following this, I will show how a tension arises when the women in this study are politically denied belonging (externally) whereas their embodied belonging is spatially rooted in Sweden (internally).   [36:  Examples of this is found in ex: Middleton, 2011; Löffler, 2017; Rosenberg, 2012] 


[bookmark: _Toc130211572]6.3.1 Sensing emplacement

“Intellectually I’m detouring around Sweden because I don’t want to acknowledge that Sweden is a home. After a while I felt like I have to be honest, just feel, isn’t Sweden your home? When I’ve been abroad for a long time and land in Sweden, at first everything pisses me off and I feel like shit from how dry and boring everyone is. Then I sit there in the car on my way home from the airport and everyone drives perfectly, the highway is wide and perfectly engineered, there are no bumps in the road and the landscape that passes by, preferably if it’s summer, there’s nothing homier. I know exactly where I am, I know exactly what it smells like. I have to admit to myself that Swedish summer landscapes passing by from a car window is 100% home. Stopping in the landscape is not a home-like feeling, a yellow rape seed field is not home. It has to be through a window.”

[image: ]
The photo Gisou uses to illustrate her belonging

Senses are geographical in that they facilitate orientation in space and create an awareness of spatiality and an understanding of the material and physical surroundings (Rodaway, 1994, p. 37). In the passage above, Gisou is describing a sensory experience of riding in a car in Sweden, which is a form of corporeal familiarity with place. She undoubtedly admits that the mere familiarity with “Sweden” is of significance, and plays a part in her belonging. Yet, there are many more factors that influence her belonging, and the social aspects find heightened importance for her. Although her body is mostly used to Sweden, with its roads, scents and scenery, it is not enough for her to claim belonging to Sweden as an entire entity. It is merely that one scenic experience that she allows herself to assert ownership of, to claim as her own. Her quote tells us how belonging is embodied and connected to bodily familiarity of spaces.

Belonging and embodiment has previously been explored mostly in relation to visual otherness, whereas sensation and spatiality in relation to belonging has been less explored (Mattes & Lang, 2020; Brenman, 2020). This relationship is concerned with how spatio-material contexts are sensorially perceived and how people feel within them (Mattes & Lang, 2020, pp. 6-7). Sensation and spatiality have been discovered in relation to smell (Douglas, 2002; Elias, 2000), touch (Rodaway, 1994; Tuan, 1993), movement (de Certeau, 1984; Fenster, 2005) and other bodily senses and practices. What our bodies are habituated to is formed in early childhood through, among other things, touching, tasting, smelling, hearing and exploring (Rodaway, 1994; Tuan, 2001). Rodaway calls this “haptic habituation” which occurs through “the movement of body parts (arms and legs, hands and fingers) and the locomotion of the whole body through an environment” (1994, p. 51). A disruption to such familiarity can cause a rupture that ignites belonging and reminds us that something is amiss (Wise, 2010, p. 931). This is why Gisou is hesitant to declare her belonging to Sweden, she senses it and embodies it, yet is reluctant to express belonging to (and being associated with) the people that “Sweden” is associated with for her. She is negotiating between belonging to a socio-political collective that is associated with the spaces that she embodies belonging within. 

Belonging, as a sentiment, can be ignited when it is questioned (externally) or disrupted (internally). Gisou tells us that her sensory awareness of comfort on Swedish roads was only sensed when she had come back from travelling abroad. “Home” is a notion that is constructed when we are away from it, because “we are likely to become aware of our surroundings in an intensified manner because the sensescapes they offer us are unfamiliar” (May, 2013, p. 139). Spatial belonging is a combination of the interplay of our sensory awareness and familiarity with our physical and material environment, but also our connections with the people that inhabit them. Gisou’s quote shows how her belonging to Sweden is embodied although she disassociates with the people that inhabit that place, as we can see from this excerpt:

“When I’ve been abroad for a long time and land in Sweden, at first everything pisses me off and I feel like shit from how dry and boring everyone is.”

Gisou’s quote tells us that there are undoubtedly sensory experiences that we are accustomed to and rooted in. Although we are socio-politically influenced to reject a certain belonging that we are made to feel like we do not embody, our corporeal experiences can say contradict this. This is how place belonging and the politics of belonging can constantly be at war for racialized people in Sweden. This can result in racist discourses on belonging to be internalized, and subsequently embodied belonging can be dismissed. The women in this study therefore find themselves in a negotiation between a belonging that is embodied, it is felt, heard, seen, tasted and sensed and a belonging that they are told by others that they should belong to, that is their “real” belonging. 

The purpose of this section has been to show how belonging, in addition to the socio-political aspects of it, consists of embodiment and sensory awareness. This is a particularly important point in the whole of this thesis, because the women find themselves to belong somewhere in an intricate embodied way through all senses, but are denied that belonging socio-politically. 

Such an awareness of displacement is usually ignited through visits elsewhere, where the lack of sensory familiarity is felt. For Gisou, who has accepted that she does not belong in Sweden socio-politically, such an awareness can be distressing. Sensory awareness of familiar places can result in belonging, but if that belonging is politically rejected it can send people into negotiations of belonging that, as we have seen throughout this chapter, can be distressing. 

As a result of social non-belonging to the context where embodied belonging is experienced, many start exploring what an alternative space of belonging can be and what such a label could entail, which the next section will explore.

[bookmark: _Toc130211573]6.4 “Country of origin” belonging

In this chapter I have previously demonstrated how belonging is embodied, but that embodied belonging can be contested based on external factors, such as social class and racialization. This section will explore the process of place belonging for those who do not belong to the physical spaces they inhabit. For exiles, this can occur to imagined places, or places without much familiarity. Not all women in this study live in exile, some of them who have visited their countries of origin attest to feeling at “home” yet feeling out of place simultaneously. I will primarily argue that place belonging is more politicized for ethnic minorities, both in Sweden and Iran, and I will particularly look at minorities in Iran to argue that their place belonging might be more acutely expressed because their existence is threatened. 

As I have stressed before, one aspect of how a “Swedish” identity is constructed and stipulated is through boundary-making practices in the everyday lives of racialized Swedes. This can occur through interrogations that seek answers to questions such as “where are you from” or “where are you really from”, which invokes questions of “originality” (Maxey, 2006, p. 12). Such questions, as Eliassi (2010, p. 136) points out, are never innocent, and result in fantasies and curiosity about “other places” where one is supposed to feel belonging. This section is dedicated to constructions of belonging to imagined places of “true” belonging. 

Many of the participants in this study claimed belonging to a country of origin, some lived in exile and others had experiences of travelling there. As the previous chapter demonstrated, many of the women attested to experiencing racism and other forms of boundary-making processes and indications of non-belonging. This section is dedicated to exploring the socio-spatial consequences of such experiences. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211574]6.4.1 “Home” elsewhere and minority mobility

Dilan: I love Sweden, but I have an incredible longing to be home.

Sara: Where’s that?

Dilan: To Kurdistan.

Sara: So if I ask you where your natural place in the world is, where you feel safe, where you feel at home, where you feel belonging, where is that?

Dilan: I can’t answer that. It can be Sweden; it can be Kurdistan. 

None of my friends, and I’ve got very patriotic friends, and none of them have the same longing that I do. It’s very strong. Now I’m referring to Kurds in general, but I don’t know if it’s because I’ve seen so little of where I’m from, or because I’ve grown up in such a political environment with my dad. I want to get away from here, I love Sweden but… My boyfriend lives in Germany, there’s a lot that indicates that I’m not going to stay here, although I’m building my life in Sweden currently.

Sara: Why?

Dilan: It’s because I’m Swedish. That’s what I mean with what I said earlier, will I be able to move there? Is that the place where I’m comfortable, where I want to live and die? It might be Sweden. But do I want to be in Sweden? I don’t know. I understand people who have forgotten about their heritage, because they’re here now, they’re Swedish. I also understand people who have completely adopted the identity of their home country. I’m imprinted by both; I’ve found a spot where I want to have both. It’s complex, but that’s the way I like it. I love Sweden just as much as I love Kurdistan.

When Dilan told me she loved Sweden, we were sitting in a park in central Stockholm in August. She looks into the distance when I ask her why the places she selected excludes Sweden. She smiles and tells me she loves Sweden. From the entire interview, it seems that non-belonging to Sweden is not the issue, rather, it is that longing to Kurdistan is stronger than her belonging to Sweden. Dilan admits to this, acknowledging how her political and emotional commitment to Kurdistan is much stronger than that of her Kurdish friends. 

For Dilan, as a Kurdish woman, her belonging is much more politicized than that of Persian participants. Eliassi’s (2010) research focuses on the belonging of Kurds[footnoteRef:37] in Sweden and reflects the dynamics of a collective Kurdish identity that is useful in understanding Dilan’s strong attachments to Kurdistan. Much of it, Eliassi explains, is connected to a passion of remembrance with regard to suffering (2010, p. 106). Collective suffering (hooks, 1994) and a common struggle for independence has resulted in a politicized identity that Kurds feel obliged to continue to embody. Similarly, in the occupying countries, being Kurdish and exercising cultural expressions of Kurdishness is criminalized, which is why many counter the lack of political freedom outside of occupied Kurdistan (Eliassi, 2010; Griffith, 2002; Khayati, 2008; Wahlbeck, 1999; Alinia, 2004; Enneli, et al., 2005). These findings coincide with the theoretical work on belonging which finds that belonging is more forcefully expressed and articulated when threatened (Anthias, 2016). The following excerpt from my conversation with Dilan shows her emotional dedication and passion to Kurdistan: [37:  Who come from regions occupied by Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey] 


Sara: Have you been to Kurdistan?

Dilan: I can’t go to my part. I refer to it as Iran now, to make it easier, but I would never have called it Iran. It’s called Rojhalat. I only speak Kurdish; I don’t speak Persian. My dad is a warrior, he committed many acts of terror in his village, so the police knew who he was. Even today, they can come every three years and ask for updated pictures of my dad and my uncle, who are in Sweden. They’re keeping track of me and my family. My dad has been interrogated in Turkey. My mom and my dad aren’t married legally in Sweden, they just had a religious ceremony. When my mom went to Iran she lied and said she lived with a Swedish man to keep safe from being associated with my dad. My mom has visited Kermanshah once since she came to Sweden, via Tehran. My aunt also went, but on her way back, when she travelled with her Swedish passport she was detained on her way back and forced to get an Iranian passport before she could leave. I have been to Kurdistan, but not the Iranian part. See, Kurdistan is divided in four parts, the Turkish part, which is northern Kurdistan, you can’t go there because of the war. But when I was 15, I don’t know how my dad let me, but I went to Kurdistan in Turkey and celebrated Norooz there with my friends, they were like 20 and I was 15. That’s when all of the whole ISIS thing started, I was really politically active back then. Last year I went to southern Kurdistan, which is Iraq. My goal is to go to all parts of Kurdistan before I’m 25, but it’s difficult.

As I have explained earlier, the various regions in Kurdistan have names in Kurdish, yet they are more often used by the country names of the occupiers, such as “Iraqi Kurdistan” or “Eastern Iran”. Dilan clarifies from the beginning of our conversation that she is saying “Iran” to make it easier for me, but she would refer to it as Rojhalat. A conversation about whether she has visited Kurdistan quickly turns into a recollection of family pride, of her father, of her uncle, who have fought for the Kurdish cause, which reminds me of a quote by another Kurdish participant, Evin, who told me:

Evin: In Kurds it’s not really like that, it’s not about being working-class or not, but in our generation it’s more if you’re political or not.

The struggle for independence and/or freedom in Kurdistan is so deeply rooted and acute that it exceeds societal factors that are more prominent in other ethnic communities, like social class. A simple question of “have you been to Kurdistan” therefore becomes a long passage, like the one with Dilan above, because mobility is not a simple matter for people who have identities that are threatening to the state. This threat and politicization of her belonging therefore causes deeper emotional belonging to place:

Sara: What is the difference between Kurdish women and Turkish women or Iranian women?

Dilan: We are oppressed, we have been. In the diaspora and in the homeland. Most honor killings are Kurds. That shows that we retain our culture stronger than other people might do. We have been oppressed so we want to retain what we’ve escaped. We couldn’t perform it there so we want to perform it here. Kurds are so much more cultural, not religious. But we are also very strong women because we are so oppressed. I wouldn’t say we’re superior, I think it builds on our… us needing to retain our culture.

For emigrants, a consequence of exile or moving abroad is an attempt to anchor coming generations in the same cultural experiences as one’s own. For this reason, many attempt to retain a culture in a stronger sense to compensate for their children’s different experiences (Binaisa, 2011). For Dilan, the absence of a homeland and the oppression of Kurdish people throughout the regions has placed based outcomes. The desire to unify Kurdistan has spatial consequences for her belonging: 

Sara: If I ask you where you belong, where do you think that is.

Dilan: Kurdistan.

Sara: Any particular place in Kurdistan?

Dilan: Rojhalat. East Kurdistan.

Sara: Why?

Dilan: That’s where my parents are from. They’re from the same part of Kurdistan.

Sara: So there’s no city you associate yourself with? Only Rojhalat?

Dilan: Yeah, I mean that’s pretty unique because my parents aren’t from the same city. People who are from the same city are probably going to identify only with that city, but I’m mixed. One of the cities is a tiny village whereas the other is one of the largest cities in Iran.

Dilan’s belonging in this passage is verbally expressed as Rojhalat, which is the region of Kurdistan occupied by Iran. In her photos, Dilan expressed belonging to multiple parts of Kurdistan. As she has never visited Rojhalat, her place belonging therefore draws on myths of origin and “true” belonging (Eliassi, 2010, p. 153). Many diasporic peoples sense rootedness through such processes, where they sense belonging to territories through oral or written histories, narratives of belonging, the symbolism of certain objects, myths, religious or ritual performances (Lovell, 1998, p. 1). 

Additionally, she contends that she is Swedish and belongs in Sweden. This is the complex reality for ethnic minorities who are doubled ethnic minorities, in their country of origin as well as the context they have embodied belonging in. This is visible in this quote of Dilan that I have previously shown, but is relevant in this section as well:  

Dilan: No, it’s because I’m Swedish. That’s what I mean with what I said earlier, will I be able to move there? Is that the place where I’m comfortable, where I want to live and die? It might be Sweden. But do I want to be in Sweden? I don’t know. I understand people who have forgotten about their heritage, because they’re here now, they’re Swedish. I also understand people who have completely adopted the identity of their home country. I’m imprinted by both; I’ve found a spot where I want to have both. It’s complex, but that’s the way I like it. I love Sweden just as much as I love Kurdistan.

Interestingly, as opposed to many Persians in this study, Dilan does not refuse a Swedish label because of maltreatment and rejection of belonging by white Swedes, rather, her belonging seems to have a causal connection to Iranian oppression. This causes her to hold on to her Kurdish identity with a stronger hold as it is threatened. Mahnaz is a young Baluch woman, who also neglected to choose Sweden as one of her five places of belonging. Comparatively, the Baluch identity is not as significant for Mahnaz as the Kurdish identity is for Dilan: 

Sara: How come you haven’t chosen any pictures of Sweden?

Mahnaz: Because I don’t feel at home here at all.

Sara: Why?

Mahnaz: I don’t know, it’s just never been like that. I just feel… left out.

Sara: In what way?

Mahnaz: Group-wise, family-wise. I don’t know where I feel at home, I don’t think I have a place where I feel at home. In Iran, I feel left out a bit too. I don’t really know the language that well, the culture, everything. In Pakistan it’s the same, the language, the culture, don’t know it that well, and they see me as Iranian. In Iran, I’m Pakistani. If I were fully Iranian I think I would’ve felt home in Iran then. I don’t know the language that well so I can’t feel Iranian. Culturally, I don’t feel Swedish, it doesn’t play a part in why I don’t feel at home in Iran.

Sara: Where do you see yourself in the future?

Mahnaz: I want to live in Sweden even though I don’t feel at home here *laughs*, it sounds so strange!
 
There is a relational aspect to belonging, in which it is about emotional association of place but also feeling associated with. As described by Capra and Steindl-Rast (1991, p. 14): 

Belonging has a double sense. When I say, “This belongs to me”, I mean that I possess something. But when I say, ‘I belong’, I don’t mean that something possesses me, but that I take part in, am intimately involved with a reality greater than myself, whether it’s a love relationship, a community, a religion or the whole universe. So ‘I belong’ means ‘Here I find my place’, ‘That is it’ and at the same time, ‘Here I am’. Therefore, it is not always sufficient to claim belonging, often times one must also be accepted by the imagined group.

For Mahnaz, who defines herself as Baluch, and therefore belongs to an ethnic group who transcends state borders, she struggles with defining her belonging because she is rejected Iranian belonging as well as Pakistani belonging. Her identity cannot be moulded into the narrow frames of statehood, which causes confusion in her belonging. Non-belonging (Dahlstedt et al., 2017), as Mahnaz shows us, can be multi-layered. As often repeated throughout this thesis, belonging for racialized people in white-majority countries is heavily impacted by social discourses of race, ethnicity and Othering. Mahnaz is a Baluch woman and feels no belonging within the context of statehood, she does not feel belonging to either Iran or Pakistan. The Baluch people are a group that stretch over these two countries, and they speak their own language irrespective of the national languages enforced by Pakistan and Iran. Although there are many cultural similarities, they are a distinct group that separate themselves from the enforced state borders. For this reason, Mahnaz struggles to facilitate “homeland” belonging. Whenever she visits various parts of Baluchistan, she attests to people arbitrarily placing her in bordered categories. Whatever part of the border she visits, she is categorized as an external entity and denied belonging. Statehood is often understood as the natural divisive entity of the world, and people are often organized within the same understanding (Wimmer & Glick-Schiller, 2002). This in-betweenness that cannot be organized within such a division has caused Mahnaz uncertainty, which has caused her to seek confirmation among “legitimate” gatekeepers of belonging (people who are racially, culturally and linguistically compliant with a certain understanding of what it means to belong to a certain place). When she is denied both “viable options” of belonging, she accepts non-belonging. 

Mahnaz does not only have her “homeland” (Fadda-Conrey, 2014) belonging questioned, but her belonging in Sweden is also contested. Mahnaz expresses that her non-belonging to Sweden is irrespective of her non-belonging to her country of origin. There are other conditions to belonging in Sweden in comparison to her Baluch belonging. Sweden was not visually included in her photos of place belonging, yet, she admits that it is the place she wants to live in the future. The complex interplay of emotional non-belonging and place belonging is distinctive in her quote and is echoed by many other participants, irrespective of ethnicity. There is a clear reluctance to belong within her quote, however, the small indications that Sweden is her home are evident throughout our interview. For example, she often said “when I went home to Sweden” when discussing one of her trips to Baluchistan. Additionally, she claimed that she wants to live in Sweden. The contradictive nature of her statements highlights that belonging is a constant struggle and negotiation (Tzenis, 2018; Brown, 2001). 

“Home”, as Blunt & Dowling (2006, p. 19) have argued, is an interplay of two factors; home as an imagined notion through emotions, and as a site in which we live. For Dilan, there is a tension between the two and her emotive notion of a home challenges her embodied home, which she identifies as Sweden. There are imaginative geographies of home that underpin Dilan’s belonging to Kurdistan on a national scale:

It was so nice when I was there, but I don’t know if I’m still going to have that feeling if I live there. I’ve only been there twice in two different parts, but it was amazing. My political Kurdishness was expressed in Turkey, in Iraq my cultural Kurdishness found expression, and that they spoke my accent, a lot that my parents had spoken about found expression there, like making your own yoghurt and stuff like that. But still both felt so right.

Certain social and cultural practices are significant in mapping and maintaining collective identity and memory, within situated places and wider diasporas (Blunt, 2005, p. 74). Such practices can include, as Dilan describes above, cooking, eating, political activity and conversation. Within national projects of unifying opposing ideas, principles, values and identities, everyday practices within ordinary lives and the spaces in which these are practiced find political meanings (Waetjen, 1999, p. 654). In this sense, a simple everyday task, such as yoghurt making, found geographical and political importance for Dilan. 

The idea of a homeland is therefore connected to the politics of place, collective memory and identity. Such ideas of homelands and nations can exist materially and imaginatively. They can relate to places that exist in the present, or as a dream, remembered from the past, or yet to be created (Blunt, 2005, p. 75). As Blunt argues, spaces of home, homeland and nation inscribe gendered and racialized geographies of inclusion and exclusion. I argue that these geographies are politicized as well, which we can see especially in the case of Kurds who live in exile. As embodied political threats to the state, they are spatially excluded from their home. This will be discussed in detail in the next section. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211575]6.4.2 Exile and place-based imaginaries

Regardless of minority of majority status, when repeatedly rejected belonging, people with migratory histories who live in exile try to explore their “other” belonging by producing places through oral or written histories, narratives of belonging, the symbolism of certain objects, myths, religious or ritual performances (Lovell, 1998, p. 1). For first generations of exiles, they can often retreat into nostalgia through senses of heredity, place, culture and identity (Abbasi, 2018). For second generations however, they must often rely on the narratives of the earlier generations, constructing an imaginary place that is coherent with where “true” belonging can be found. This sort of understanding of place is different to embodied experiences of place, and most people who have consequently visited the places where they imagine their true belonging rarely find it to be as blissful as they have imagined. Regarding this, Stråth (2008, p. 26) writes:

“Homeland is a value-loaded as well as historically contested concept connoting belonging and identity, and is thus a concept replete with poetic and imaginative force”
This notwithstanding, it is often boundary-making practices such as rejecting someone belonging, by telling them to go back to their country, as opposed to the country they find themselves in, that cause belonging to be questioned. One possible outcome of this is to romanticize imagined belonging “elsewhere”, which Dilan attests to:
Sara: Let’s say, hypothetically, tomorrow they declare Kurdistan independent; you can go tomorrow. Do you go?

Dilan: I don’t know, I want to say yes but I don’t know. But now it’s not just Kurds, but a lot of diaspora kids carry a certain longing to their country that builds on a utopian image of a country that doesn’t really exist. I think I carry that too.

For people like Dilan, the question of home(s) and homeland(s) is a struggle of negotiations of belonging in which we label ourselves with places to which we are allowed to develop social, political and emotional identifications to (Eliassi, 2010, p. 150). Within this negotiation, the “homeland” is loaded with poetic and imaginative forces, with “dreams of a utopian past with images of a better future” (Stråth, 2008, p. 26). Additionally, it is important to note, that there is a difference between a homing desire and a desire for a homeland, because not all “diasporas”[footnoteRef:38] sustain an ideology of “return” (Brah, 1996, p. 16).  [38:  As I have mentioned before, I write ”diaspora” in quotation marks because I have previously discussed how I do not think it’s appropriate to use for this group specifically, but it is the word the quoted author uses] 


The question of a “home” is ignited when one is “away” (Hannerz, 2003). Being “away” can involve tourism, travel, migration, exile and escape. This framing of “away” is problematic when it concerns the women in this group and second generations in general, because they have no migratory experiences themselves. Rather, their feelings and understandings of “away” as “home” or “homeland” is instead motivated through the politics of belonging and discourses of who is allowed to belong and who is not. This resorts to essentialist imaginaries of home, homeland, origin, roots and belonging that “can be found elsewhere than the political space they currently inhabit” (Eliassi, 2010, p. 92). This is what Dilan describes in the quote above when she says “diaspora kids carry a certain longing to their country that builds on a utopian image of a country that doesn’t really exist”. 

Such constructs of home are geographically rooted and certain spaces have political meanings in the project of transforming “home” to “homeland”. Within the geographies of belonging, the mountains find heightened importance for Kurds, as it invokes memories of struggle, and because they are attributed with saving Kurds from persecution: 
Sara: We’ll get back to that more, but for now, tell me about the Qandil mountains.

Dilan: Almost all wars that Kurds have fought for their independence have occurred in the Qandil mountains, but in different sections. My dad has been there. The Turkish guerrilla have been there, they have fought the Turkish government, my dad has fought the Iranian government. The Turkish government are so superior in power, but can’t kill a freedom movement in the mountains. That’s why the mountains are so majestic. The mountains save the Kurds, it made us be able to continue the war and fight for our independence. We are mountain people, we come from the mountains originally.

What would Kurdistan be without the mountains?

We would’ve lost. We would’ve been a historic memory. Kurds are the proudest people of the middle east. You’ll never meet a Kurd that isn’t proud to be Kurdish. But those who don’t identify as Kurdish, I understand it. To be oppressed to such a high degree, in so many generations, it leaves a trace in your identity and how you see yourself. Turkey took 500 000 Kurds and placed them in a Turkish city called Konya. They said be Turks. They’re not from Kurdistan, they live in a Turkish city far away from Kurdistan, they’re not allowed to speak their own language, how can we then blame them for not calling themselves Kurds? It’s really understandable. I don’t see a problem with it.

[image: En bild som visar utomhus, berg, himmel, dal

Automatiskt genererad beskrivning]




Dilan’s chosen photo of belonging, of the Qandil mountains
Evin, 41: “This might sound cliché because I’m Kurdish, but the mountains are very close to my heart. Because I lived in the mountains for 6-7 years of my life. We were refugees in the proximate areas for years before we came to Sweden. I’ve been a refugee in my own country, you can say. From when I was born in 79 to 85. My first 6 years were in flight in my own country. In the mountains. And that has had a big impact on my identity. Emotionally, it’s a place where I later in life understood what it meant. When I went on my first journey back and when we flew from Ankara to Van, I felt it. Even my second journey down to Kurdistan, in southern Kurdistan, when I saw the mountains, it was awoken in me.”

Following this quote by Evin, I would like to include an excerpt from my research diary to emphasize the feeling of the quote: 

(28/8/2020) When speaking about the mountains and travelling to Kurdistan and seeing the mountains from the air for the first time, Evin chokes up. She says: “I didn’t realize this was going to be so hard. I just remember crying so much when I saw the mountain. When my sister said, “now we’re in Kurdistan”, I just broke out in tears”. Following this, I mention that other Kurds have mentioned the mountains as well, to which Evin replies, still speaking with a trembling voice: “It’s been our protection. Where we could hide. It’s also symbolic like a guardian angel.”

[image: En bild som visar berg, gräs, natur, utomhus
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One of Evin’s chosen photos to illustrate her belonging

It is therefore very evident that Kurdistan and its landscape encompasses powerful meanings for Evin and Dilan. As Vainikka (2012, p. 595) has argued, symbol landscapes that root people in certain spaces are significant mediators of “collective regional identities”. Many Persian participants have had localized expressions of their place belonging as well, as we have seen. Some choose a home, some choose a city, whereas some choose even bigger scale places of belonging such as “Iran” or “the Middle East”. For Evin and Dilan as Kurds however, even they choose places connected to the political struggle, such as the mountains. There is much to untangle and analyze about the importance of landscape in the diasporic psyche, but the space does not allow it. 

The mountains are a central part of Kurdish identity, and Dilan attributes the existence of Kurds to the mountains. Discussions about belonging within these two interviews often escalated into discussions about freedom, independence and struggle. Dilan equates her Kurdish belonging to the mountains with the struggle of her people to survive and maintain their collective identity. When constructing a nation, grievances are perceived as more rigorous than victory in imposing duties and mobilizing a common effort (Renan, 1990; Eliassi, 2010, p. 106). For Dilan, most of her belonging is (verbally) placed where she imagines that she belongs and has a place, where she is undoubtedly accepted and that is uncontestably hers. Belonging, as such, can be contradicting. Regarding this, Buttimer (1980) writes: 

“For any individual the home and reach of one’s thought and imagination may be quite distinct from the home and reach of one’s social affiliations, which may again be distinct from the actual physical location of physical home and reach” (p. 171)

Buttimer illustrates the complexities of place-making in exile, which Dilan, and other participants, undoubtedly struggle with. Politicized belonging tells Dilan that she belongs in Kurdistan, but she cannot produce embodied belonging to a place she is banished from, which causes her to resort to imaginative place attachments. This is how she describes such a contention: 

Dilan: Maybe after graduation I’d be in Germany, but I don’t think I’ll live my life there. I don’t think I could like my life in Kurdistan either, which is so paradoxical, that I carry such a longing to a home I don’t have.

Sara: Why won’t you be able to live in Kurdistan?

Dilan: Because I was born here and, I’m a diaspora Kurd.
As we have seen with exilic participants, place belonging is highly politicized and rooted in imaginaries. Imaginaries, Gaonkar argues, exist by virtue of representation or implicit understandings, even when they acquire immense institutional force; and they are the means by which individuals understand their identities and their place in the world (2002, p. 4). Phizacklea and Westwood (2000, p. 29) point to the “national homeland” as the main component in providing a sense of belonging. They argue that the national homeland is constructed by remembrance of battles and defence of space. In this case, belonging is based on common myths of histories and heritage. The space that constructs national belonging is consequently the territorial border of the nation, whether real or imagined. Massey (1994, p. 169) argues that territorial borders, whether that of the nation state, the locale, the neighbourhood, are all tools we use to make sense of our own place. This is a way we establish a (false) sense of security and boundedness, by counter positioning with the Other across a boundary or border. 
Similarly, Sarbin (1983) has highlighted the importance of “emplotment” in the analysis of place identity. Emplotment, for him, encompasses the autobiographic rendering of the self in terms of personal stories complete with plots, characters and physical and metaphoric settings. This examines how the narrative ‘‘positioning of someone who is of a place can connect a speaker to the multiple established meanings and identities of that place’’ (Taylor, 2012, p. 193). Throughout my respective interviews with Evin and Dilan, they frequently mention their fathers as fighters for the Kurdish cause and that they have retold them stories of their battles. This emplacement of Evin and Dilan, who have never visited Eastern Kurdistan, places them in a context that legitimizes their place belonging, without having physically experienced the place. This provides a suggestion of how imagined connections to spaces and place belonging can occur for exilic peoples. 

In addition to myths of origin and narratives of past memories, studies of belonging have previously highlighted the importance of legal status on belonging. However, most of the evidence point towards the legal status of the host country to be of importance. For ethnic minorities living under occupation, the legal status of the homeland becomes important in how belonging is constructed. Legal status is considered an essential factor in producing security and safety (Alexander, 2008; Ignatieff, 1994; Buonfino & Thomson, 2007; Loader, 2006; Nelson, 2007; Sporton & Valentine, 2007). These studies highlight how rights that are accompanied by legal status, such as citizenship or residency permits, contribute to safety through rights to stay, work and obtain social benefits (Antonsich, 2010). However, what many studies often neglect, is that legal status in the country of origin can heavily influence belonging, as we can see in the case of Kurds, whose being and cultural practices are criminalized, without migratory experiences. Many Kurds are exilic, and cannot access certain territories because their being is politicized. This is described by Evin: 

Sara: Have you visited Kurdistan?

Evin: Yes, several times, but not the Iranian part. It’s a bit more complicated. I probably could apply for a passport, but I don’t want to risk it. I know many people have gone back and gone to the embassy and asked for passports, I was born there so I can’t visit without an Iranian passport. You are forced Iranian citizenship; you can’t reject it.

Being rejected belonging causes people to explore essentialist ideas of what “true” belonging entails. As this section and the one before has demonstrated, this is difficult because one aspect of belonging is constructed through embodiment and sensory awareness of place. By being rejected belonging, many are sent into an exploration of a belonging that they can claim and be “legitimately” accepted. Such myths of origins are drawn on narratives of past memories. 

“Past memories” is a problematic notion for people without migratory experiences, who draw their desire for a “home” from oral or written histories, narratives of belonging, symbolism of objects, myths and religious or ritual performances (Lovell, 1998, p. 1). For first generations of exiles, they can often retreat into nostalgia through senses of heredity, place, culture and identity (Abbasi, 2018). Second generations, however, must often rely on the narratives of 
of earlier generations, constructing an imaginary place that is coherent with where “true” belonging can be found. 

As such, when belonging is denied, many are sent into an exploration of an imagined legitimate belonging, but such a quest is rarely simple for double minorities. This chapter have shown how double minorities, especially those who live in exile[footnoteRef:39], form attachments to place differently than the other women in this study. The mere opportunity to be able to explore an alternate belonging diffuses the -longing aspect of a coherent home. Many have attested to realizing their belonging to Sweden once absent from it, which I have previously shown. For exilic people then, belonging to place is more politicized and charged with emotional imaginaries and romanticization of certain spaces, such as mountains and landscapes. Such imaginaries are charged with poetic and imaginative force (Stråth, 2008, p. 6).  [39:  An alternative word could be used here, as these people could be living in exile based on the political acitivity of their kins, or merely because they carry illegalized identities (such as Kurdish, or Bahai)] 


This creates a complex duality that people who have identities that are coherent with a nation-state do not experience. There is a complex longing for a home that shows us how belonging is dynamic, complex and contradictive. The photos Dilan and Mahnaz brought to our interviews were exclusively of places in Kurdistan and Iran, yet throughout the interview they kept allocating the value of “home” to Sweden and admitting that they cannot see themselves living somewhere else. This is the complex reality of double-minority belonging. It is not necessarily that they carry a desire for return (Brah, 1996, p. 16), but rather that they desire coherence in their identities alongside their lived experiences. 

Such a complexity and repeated denial of belonging can result in accepting belonging “nowhere” or “everywhere”. Such an expression of belonging is often classed, but can also be a response to repeatedly being denied belonging, which is what I will argue and explore in detail in the next section. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211576]6.5 Cosmopolitan belonging; mobile middle class or rejection of the Other?

Throughout the literature, belonging and home are often used interchangeably (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Antonsich, 2010). However, an understanding of belonging that I have tried to stress in this thesis, goes beyond an agentic claim of place. There are wider discursive forces around belonging that dictate who is and is not allowed to belong to certain spatial imaginaries, which sends many people, in this case racialized Swedes, into negotiations of belonging. When not being able to claim a certain belonging, many construct safe spaces that are unconfined and/or cannot be claimed as contained with a certain meaning that they can be excluded from. I call these obscure belongings. I will primarily argue that “global belonging” is not only a privileged expression of mobility, but also an expression of non-belonging for those who are rejected belonging. I will go on to illustrate how claiming belonging to obscure places is an outcome of being rejected membership to a certain collective and the result of not successfully concluding negotiations of where one belongs, resulting in belonging being rooted in obscure places as rooted in where one is “safe” to belong. Some of these are illustrated in the following photos:
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(Minoo, 24, the sky)				(Gisou, 31, earth)

[image: ]	
(Gisou, heights)				

[bookmark: _Toc130211577]6.5.1 Global cosmopolitan belonging

Cosmopolitanism is widely understood as presupposing individualization (Beck, 2002) and transcending cultural identity and collective belonging (Skovgaard-Smith & Poulfelt, 2018). The idea can be traced back to ancient Greek philosophy (Inglis, 2014) which has lately been transformed into an understanding of a person who rejects cultural belonging in allegiance to humanity as a whole (Nussbaum, 1994). Such a position of “citizen of the world” has been criticized to only encompass the (white) mobile middle classes who relocate due to professional opportunities in certain “global” cities such as Singapore, Paris, New York, Tokyo and London (Tomaney, 2015, p. 508). As such, even lives that are perceived as unbounded are localized (Meier, 2015). In this section, I will argue that cosmopolitan belonging, although undoubtedly bounded,  is a result of being rejected membership to a certain collective. Places that are perceived as bounded and obscure are therefore understood as “safe” to belong to, as no one can master them and draw boundaries within them. 
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(Minoo, 24)				(Gisou, 31)

Both photos are found through search engines and not taken by the participants themselves. The descriptions that accompany the images are the following: 

Minoo: “Another is the sky. When I look up at the sky I feel an endlessness. I feel so insignificant. It makes me feel safe. Specifically, outside my grandma’s house. Her backyard, when I lie there in the ground. The sense is extra strong there.”


Sara: And what was your third place?

Gisou: So after heights and people I started thinking of scale. Again, it’s corny, but the entire earth is what feels like home for me.

Sara: How did your reach that thought?

Gisou: I don’t think in nations, even though I might say, “I love Cairo, I love Sao Paulo, I love Mexico City”, but I think more of cultures I like that extend nation’s borders. What even is national borders? It’s so unnatural. Where I feel at home is mother earth. That’s the term I prefer, without the earth we were nothing, we come from earth and to it we will return. I wouldn’t say that I’m comfortable everywhere on earth, but it’s the original home.

Previous research, as I have shown, has focused on how mobility can result in cosmopolitan belonging, and belonging to a global collective by virtue of common humanity. This research focuses on unforced human mobility, often due to career choices. Consequently, Castells (1996, p. 415) has stated that “elites are cosmopolitan, people are local”. As this chapter has explored extensively, there are certain intersecting factors that immobilize people and cause social exclusion and sentiments of non-belonging. Claiming belonging “everywhere” as “global” or “cosmopolitan” belonging is a privileged position that is still bounded. It is usually an expression where mobility finds elements of classist, racial and passport privileges. 

When Minoo tells me about her belonging to the sky, she specifies a certain locality where the sky provides her with a feeling of safety. The space where her body is placed at that time is known as Baluchistan, or Iran, which both have meanings that she does not identify with. 

Gisou’s expression of earth belonging is an acknowledgement of human belonging to earth and cultural divisions of people rather than borders of states. However, even such broad expressions of obscure belonging that seem unbounded are bounded too. As she admits, she is not comfortable everywhere on earth, but she belongs to it. She possessively claims it as her own and rejects any politicized limits of belonging. This disregards many of the elements that are considered necessary prerequisites to be able to produce belonging, such as safety and familiarity (Ignatieff, 1994; Antonsich, 2010). Arguably, if discomfort has always been present within embodied place belonging, it might not be significant and a determining factor in facilitating place belonging. Therefore, for the women in this study who have experienced various levels of discomfort in practices of Othering within the places they are familiar with and experience embodied belonging to, comfort may not be a factor that hinders emotional attachments to place. As we have seen in this chapter, belonging is often contradictory and undoubtedly dynamic. By having your belonging divided in various ways as belonging physically “here” and emotionally “there”, the traditional “recipe” for belonging may be different, as we can see in the case of Gisou. 

One of these factors that is traditionally associated with belonging is safety, and it is often discussed from a position of understanding belonging in a hegemonic sense, with the departure point of masculinist, heteronormative and white belonging[footnoteRef:40] (Benson, 2010; Walsh, 2006). Although researching belonging from various standpoints provides important insight into what it means to belong and furthers the theorization of the concept, it is the implicit assumption that whiteness, heterosexuality and masculinity do not (separately, or collectively) ease mobile belongings that I criticize, which often occurs when discussing terms such as “elective belonging”. It is not researching agency in belonging that I criticize, but rather than it does not scrutinize who has agency in belonging and how. Belonging cannot be comprehensively understood if these factors are not scrutinized as determining factors in the production of place belonging. Feeling “safe” is a much more acute need for women, queers and racialized people, but I argue that this is a feeling that is experienced by these groups in most places, which reduces its importance in emotional attachments to place. “Safety” is therefore experienced and expressed in spaces where it is imagined, which Minoo expresses through belonging to the sky, or with Gisou belonging to heights, for example.  [40:  See Yuval-Davis, 2006 for an extended discussion] 


The other photos that Minoo selected are the following: 
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The first to photos were selected by Minoo through a search engine, whereas the last one of the swing sets was taken by herself. 

The sites of belonging that Minoo selected were of her grandmother’s house in Baluchistan (left out for privacy), her classroom, her bedroom in her parent’s house, and a swing set at a school close to her parent’s house. Minoo’s illustrations of belonging are to confined spaces, rather than larger localities or landscapes. When I ask her about the small scaled places she selected, she justifies her selection like this:

I think it’s about how I never feel associated with a place. For me, there are certain moments in time that take place in places that make me feel like I belong. Again, I think it’s about how I’ve grown up. My attitude towards belonging. I haven’t felt it, which is why I can’t show you a picture of Stockholm or Baluchistan. I would never show you a picture of Baluchistan, it’s so far from the truth that I feel belonging to Baluchistan.

Placing Minoo’s quote above within a context of the entirety of our conversation, that has been shown in previous chapters, tells us about the spatial causalities of Othering and defying claims of belonging. As I have previously discussed, ethnic minorities who do not fit in to the limited identifying spaces of statehood can often feel less associations with place. The same applies for racialized Swedes who are often times told that they do not belong and that they do not meet the conditions of belonging. 

As a result, it is evident that cosmopolitan belonging goes beyond an expression of privilege. It has previously widely been understood as an expression of mobility among the middle- and upper classes and holders of high passport powers. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211578]6.6 Conclusion

As racialized people in Sweden, the women in this group do not always find identification and belonging to be as simple as “I am Swedish”; “I belong in Sweden”. The politics of belonging push these women out of certain boundaries which cause them to re-negotiate their belongings in a multitude of ways, which I have explored in this chapter. 

There are therefore a multitude of ways in which the women in this study negotiate alternative ways of belonging. The first outcome I have presented in this chapter is how belonging is often re-scaled to fit a label that the participants feel comfortable with, and are allowed to claim belonging to. This is a finding that is not often explored in marginalized belongings. We find that belonging for this racialized group is often irrespective of habitual use of space and everyday practices that is often considered to facilitate place belonging. Rather, we find that belonging occurs irrespective of physical presence to a place, but rather what that place entails and who is understood as belonging to it. The increased securitization of suburban Stockholm and the (white) labeling of the suburbs as places for “immigrants” results in these women increasingly associating with it. The women also attest to being arbitrarily placed into a belonging of certain areas, which cause them to increasingly associate with racialized suburban areas. 

This leads us to a second finding, which is re-appropriation of “troubled” neighborhoods. The increased securitization and labeling of suburban areas as “troubled”, which does not correspond with the lived experiences of these women, cause them to re-appropriate their neighborhoods and express pride in the areas they (and others)  associate themselves with. This is also a result of “Sweden”, as a label and as a national collective, carries ethnic notions that these women do not consider themselves to embody. Belonging is therefore re-scaled to a smaller scale, such as “Stockholm” (city), “Västerort” (area), or “Hässelby” (municipality). 

An alternative result of deviating place belonging that we found was that many express attachments to confined spaces. I argue that this is yet another expression of being denied place belonging, and that expression to a confined space is a re-negotiation to a space that is safe for them to claim (my bedroom, my house, my bed). We find that this has increased importance in the case of Niko, who is autistic. The punishment of inhabiting public space becomes twofold, as a racialized and a neurodivergent woman. She therefore finds increased comfort in confined spaces rather than facilitating belonging to public areas. 

In 4.2 I explore agency in belonging and criticize the idea of elective belonging. I argue that it is a fruitful way of exploring middle- and upper class belonging, but that it disregards additional factors that disrupt the process of producing attachment to place. The factor I raise the most is racialization, as the women in this study repeatedly show us how there are certain areas, irrespective of social class, that racialized people are not allowed to inhabit. Racialized women are therefore not allowed the same agency as their white counterparts in uprooting their belonging and simply placing it elsewhere, wherever they desire. Racialized belonging in Sweden is therefore limited to certain areas.  

Following this, I explored how belonging is embodied. Much earlier research discusses how it is natural to belong to the context in which you have grown up in, however, in section 4.2 I use the concept of sensory geographies to understand how belonging is embodied. I use this concept to show how place belonging can be felt, seen, heard and sensed. This is an aspect that is often overlooked in studies of belonging. In this way, I argue that it contradicts the concept of elective belonging. Many women in this study are grown up in Sweden and are repeatedly told that they do not belong, which makes them assume that they belong “elsewhere”. When some of them travel to their countries of “origin”, their awareness of their belonging to Sweden is heightened, and they become aware of their embodied place belonging and their sensory awareness and familiarity of Sweden. This causes a conflicting contrast and results in negotiations of belonging that rarely finds conclusive results. 
This “other” belonging that is explored is based on essentialist notions of belonging as a hereditary concept. Many people therefore attempt to explore their “true” belonging, which is a “homeland” or “motherland”, but often end up realizing that they are perceived as foreigners there as well. It is important to note that such exploration is a relatively privileged quest, as many who live in Sweden are children of political refugees and therefore live in exile. This is particularly true for people who are double minorities, who are racialized minorities in Sweden and ethnic minorities in Iran and are marginalized in different ways in both contexts. Negotiations of belonging are therefore increasingly problematic. For people who belong to nations without states it additionally becomes a struggle to narrate yourself to others, as your identity is not digestible for people who perceive identities as corresponding with nation-states. 

A main theme throughout this chapter has been to explore how the women in this study negotiate their belonging after being denied a collective belonging to Sweden. After re-negotiation, many find comfort and safety in varying physical and material surroundings that they feel like they belong within. One of these was a form of cosmopolitan belonging, where participants claimed that they belong to the earth as a collective, or the sky. This type of unbounded belonging, I claim, is yet another expression of being rejected a certain belonging. Places that are limitless and that lack a label (and therefore a collective attached to that label) are often safe to claim as one’s own. Cosmopolitan belonging is usually an expression of privilege in various forms, through social class and high passport powers. In subsection 4.5.2 I argue that cosmopolitan belonging can be an expression of place attachment for people who are often rejected belonging. As we can see in this subsection, places that are perceived as unbounded are still bounded, but entail a safe space that racialized minorities are allowed to claim as their own.

[bookmark: _Toc130211579]Figure 2.
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(Google maps, 02-08-2020)  
The red line separates the northern parts of Stockholm from the southern parts. The green circle surrounds the central part. The black circles show commonly mentioned municipalities, Solna, Kista and Sollentuna of the northern side (also commonly called the west side) which many Iranians reside in.



























[bookmark: _Toc130211580]7. Summary of contributions

This thesis has explored the multitude of ways that Swedish women of “Iranian” heritage belong spatially and politically, and how rejections of belonging influence this process. Through the empirical material presented in chapters 4 and 5, this thesis broadens our understandings of the need to negotiate belonging emerges and how such negotiations operate. Additionally, it identifies socio-political and discursive ideas of belonging that constrains belonging for racialized women. In this final chapter, I will summarize the contributions this thesis has made as well as the main findings introduced. I will also address the research questions that have guided the study. 

The main contributor that I have aimed to convey is insight into the various experiences of second-generation women in negotiating their belonging. Within studies of belonging, the socio-political aspects are well understood, but how racialized women specifically express their belonging to place is often disregarded. Rather, racialization is expressed in diffuse terms, such as “immigrants”. Sweden (and Scandinavia generally) makes a particularly interesting case for understanding place belonging, because of its history of state sponsored racial biology. A combination of a history of scientific racism and cultural ideas of sameness that are rooted in the social democratic workers’ rights movement, folkhemmet (Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005), has facilitated an idea of “colorblindness”, in which racializations are not acknowledged. Rather, differences are expressed in terms of “culture”, “immigration”, “heritage” or other euphemisms. It is towards this background that the women in this study have navigated Swedish society and attempt to facilitate belonging. In chapter 4 we explored boundary-making practices that demonstrated how the women in this study understand markers of differences, Othering and being denied belonging. One salient marker of difference that many of the women witnessed was through (dark) body hair. Many identified body hair and dark hair generally as phenotypical features that caused them to be racialized and face racist comments of non-Swedishness. Social encounters of racism therefore became salient markers of non-belonging that caused other, more imagined viable options, to be explored. 

All women in this study have had encounters whereby they are told that they do not belong in various ways. We can therefore depart from the standpoint that all women in this study have had their belonging denied and been marked with difference in at least one way. We therefore followed chapter 4, in which the women detailed instances of how they have been denied belonging, to explore how they express their belonging to place in chapter 5. My justification for asking this question, as expressed in chapter 1, is that the racialized experience of place is often disregarded within Scandinavian studies of belonging. Many rather focus on how “immigrants” experience place, however, there are differences between, for example, a Polish “immigrant” and a Chilean “immigrant. These two will navigate Swedish society very differently, which is why the lack of specificity is lacks critical investigation into racialized ideas of place. Additionally, the women in this group are not “immigrants”, a majority of them were born in Sweden and have never lived anywhere else, and those who did migrate to Sweden did so at a young age and do not remember any experiences of past places. On the contrary, the Anglophone studies of racialized belongings to place are vastly different and do not correspond to the Swedish (or generally Scandinavian) context. This is where the experiences of these women can tell us how they express their belonging to place and how place is re-worked to fit them. In this quest, we find a multitude of interesting results. 

The spaces that the women in this study reworked their belonging to included confined spaces (rooms, homes), racialized areas (“the hood”, municipalities that are understood as being home to racialized Swedes and “immigrants” only) and unbounded spaces (the sky, the earth). One interesting finding within RQ2, is that imagined homeland belonging became more salient for double minorities and those who live in exile. Especially for Kurds, the politicized idea of place made certain (occupied) landscapes more valuable in their belonging, especially the mountains. Even for Persian Iranians who live in exile, “Iran” as an imagined place, had a principal role in how they expressed belonging to place. Additionally, many strongly associated themselves with racialized suburban areas, even if they did not live there. This shows that being arbitrarily placed into a (negative) belonging politically can cause re-appropriation of place belonging. Similarly, although segregation is often perceived as a political failure, one participant with lived experiences of spatial segregation expressed it as a cause for unity, where similar struggles are shared. They increasingly associated themselves with “troubled” areas to refute the idea that the racialized suburbs are troubled. This was often because it contradicts their lived experiences in contrast to those who render the suburbs as troubled based on a stigma derived from the securitization of young racialized men. 

Within the quest of answering RQ2, another noteworthy discovery was how belonging tends to be expressed in one way, but is often felt differently. Even though many expressed non-belonging to Sweden, there is a sensory awareness that is produced through habitual use of spaces, that is often only ignited when one is “away”. Chapter 5 therefore tells us that belonging is a sensory experience, that can be felt, smelled, seen, tasted and heard. Belonging therefore most often occurs in local contexts, but it politically denied, which causes belonging to be re-worked and re-negotiated based on essentialist ideas of where bodies should be placed. One outcome of such re-negotiation is often a cosmopolitan belonging. Previously, cosmopolitan belonging has been an expression of the mobile upper-classes. One interesting finding in chapter 5 is that it can also be an expression of being denied belonging. Unbounded spaces, such as the earth and the sky can therefore become spaces that are safe to claim as one’s own that cannot be denied. 

In one instance, we found that bounded places found higher importance for Niko, who is neurodivergent. Most often, belonging to Sweden was expressed in micro-scales to more localized areas, and macro-scales to nations such as “Iran” (or Kurdistan, Baluchistan), where lived experience was limited or non-existent.  This was different for Niko who is autistic, she claims that she cannot feel comfort in Iranian wider society, but rather expresses belonging to homes of families, and therefore micro-scaled bounded places, in Iran. In Sweden, she expressed belonging to cities where she had lived experiences, such as Uppsala, Stockholm and Skövde. Similarly, we found that religion intersects with class in how the spatial belongings of hijabi women is produced. Racialization is classed, and Islam is correlated with racialization and “immigration” in Sweden. For the hijabi women in this study, we found that spatial belonging is very limited. As Ruqia expressed, when she moves within areas upper-class neighborhoods, she feels non-belonging through white people gazing at her and marking her as different. This was mainly in exploration of RQ3, where we found different results for racialized women depending on additional factors, such as religiosity, neurodivergence, double-minoritization and sexuality. 

Because of these intersecting factors that cause women to feel non-belonging to certain spatialities, the home also finds heightened importance. Critical feminist geographers have previously highlighted that the home can be a space of danger for women (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). In chapter 5, we found the opposite to be true. Within the home, the women in this study often times produced imagined safety. In addition to this, the home became a space where homelands were often re-constructed. We found this in the case of Evin, where she often times attempted to produce Kurdistan within the confined walls of her apartment. On the contrary to Niko, she expressed confined belongings (to the home) in Sweden, but macro-scaled belongings to Kurdistan, such as the mountains. With all of these findings, I criticize geographers who use terms such as “elective belonging” (Savage et al., 2005; Jefferey, 2018). They disclaim that the choice in elective belonging is undoubtedly classed, however, as we have seen, it is also racialized. We have repeatedly heard the women in this study express that they cannot belong within certain spaces. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211581]7.1 Revisiting the research questions

The purpose of this research has been to explore a variety of outcomes of how belonging of racialized women in Sweden can be negotiated. Belonging is static and dynamic; it constantly changes and is socio-politically negotiated. The concluding points in this research will therefore not make any claims about how belonging is defined, or what it constitutes. Rather, one aspect of it will demonstrate what some spatial outcomes negotiations of belonging can be. The second aspect will explore what the causal factors are that send people into negotiations of belonging to begin with, from an intersectional perspective. What factors become salient in marking people as Others? These explorations are guided by the following research questions:

The questions that underpin this research were as follows: 

1. How do “Iranian” women in Sweden negotiate their belonging, and what factors influence this process? 

2. What are some spatial consequences of being denied belonging?

3. What are some self-identified causal links between racialization, gender, ableism, sexuality, religiosity, double-minoritization and non-belonging?  

For RQ1, the participants highlighted many specific events that made them question their socio-spatial belonging. Fundamentally, in the exploration of RQ1 we find that the women in this group, as racialized subjects, are repeatedly told in a multitude of ways that they cannot and should not belong to Sweden. This is informed by racist and essentialist ideas of collective membership that dictate where a body should be placed based on phenotypical features. Towards the background of Swedish cultures of colorblindness, these women have had unique experiences of racism, especially when being expressed in conjunction with culture, but still drawing on their phenotypical features. For many women in this study, this was often based on body hair, especially dark body hair.

In establishing the specific type of racism and Othering that “Iranian” women in Sweden experience, we moved on to explore RQ3, which subsequently focused on causality in negotiations of belonging. What do these women identify as determining experiences of non-belonging, and how do these factors intersect in how belonging is negotiated? Many expressed some intersecting positionalities as more salient in how they relate and belong to space, rather than how they belong socially. Double minoritization became a determining factor for many ethnic minorities, who struggled with associating with other “Iranians”. Especially for Baluch and Kurdish women. For Kurdish women, they often felt more unity with other Kurds across state borders, than that of other people within the occupying country. Similarly with religion, all (Muslim) religious Iranians struggled to express belonging to an “Iranian” collective.  

Within the exploration of RQ2, there were a multitude of different results in how participants re-negotiated their spatial belonging, which also showed the importance of an intersectional perspective in such a quest. Belonging to place is, as I have shown, an understudied topic and RQ2 how place belonging can occur for racialized women. RQ3 explored how non-belonging occurs, and RQ2 subsequently analyzed what the spatial consequences the answers in RQ3 were. The results showed a multitude of different ways that the participants express their belonging to place. 

Overall, spatial belonging for the women in this group was closely associated with racialization and class. Women who were from larger cities, such as Stockholm or Gothenburg, often expressed belonging to the “hood” and also referenced instances where they were assumed to be associated with racialized areas. Such racist arbitrary placements and forced belongings often led to the women increasingly expressing that belonging. This shows that social interactions, especially where an element of race is involved, can influence how belonging is expressed. This also forced them to express spatial belonging to micro-geographies. For example, when one participant said in a social interaction that they were from (white-majority municipality) Sollentuna, they would be asked if they were from (almost exclusively inhabited by racialized Swedes) Malmvägen. In such an interaction they were refused belonging to a white majority label, and instead placed into a racialized belonging. 

One of many results revealed that the senses expose lived experiences of belonging. There is a geographical familiarity hiding within the senses, and the awareness of this is only discovered when one is away from it. This indicates that belonging is embodied. Although place belonging is often expressed to the places with lived experiences, the scales in which it is expressed is often re-worked to fit what belongings are allowed to be claimed by women with certain intersecting positionalities. 

This also depends on how spaces are perceived. With Niko, who is autistic, the cultural pressures of formality and politeness hindered her from being able to produce attachments to public spaces in Iran. Rather, her belonging to Iran was only expressed into confined spaces, such as the homes of family members. To Sweden, her belonging was expressed in terms of cities she has lived in before, and therefore expressed to a larger, public scale in comparison to that in Iran. This suggest that there is an ableist element to how place belonging is produced. In addition to being ableist, racialization intersects with religion in constructing micro-geographical borders. Both visibly religious women in this study repeatedly stated that there are certain areas where they cannot belong as hijabi women in secular Sweden. How visibly religious women in Sweden can express belonging is also classed in a complex web of race, religion and class intersecting. Visible religiosity, especially Islam, is racialized, and is considered to be a social failure in secular Sweden, in which “immigrants” who are not “integrated” are banished to racialized “problem areas”. When they move within areas that they are not considered to belong to, they are made aware of non-belonging in what Ruqia called “fancy areas”. 

The overall point this RQ2 has revealed is that racialized women often internalize racist ideas of place when negotiating how and where they belong. Those who have experiences of racism often feel as if some areas are not for them to claim, and such thoughts are classed, racialized, ableist, heteronormative, secular and gendered. This also reveals that there is a large population in Sweden who do not belong on the same conditions as everyone else. No participant completely denied belonging to Sweden, they all recognize that they belong in Sweden in intricate ways. They were very reluctant to claim that Sweden is where they belong, there were always “buts” interfering in the statements. Out of all the participants, only two said they belong in Sweden. Many felt more comfortable to express belonging to Stockholm, because it reflected a diversity that they could place themselves within. Even some participants who were born outside Stockholm and had lived a significant part of their formative years elsewhere, they still increasingly expressed belonging to Stockholm. This is often a result of being denied belonging. Many often-revealed expressions of belonging to Sweden subtly, they could often say “back home to Sweden”. This would however very rarely be expressed when directly asked about their belonging, which suggests an emotional reluctance towards claiming belonging to Sweden as a national collective. However, when asked where they are from abroad, almost all said Sweden, whereas some others added an explanation of “but my parents are…”. This shows that the audience in which belonging is expressed to matters in how boundaries and drawn between the self and the other. 

[bookmark: _Toc130211582]7.2 Theoretical contributions

Ideas of critical race theory and feminist knowledge are central to this thesis, and the main fields where I place the contributions of this thesis. In this section, I will briefly mention what gaps I address and how I address them. 

7.2.1 CRT
Within CRT, I argue that the Scandinavian context makes an interesting addition to the existing knowledge because of the different way that whiteness is constructed along the lines of culture and racialization. European constructs of race and racialization vary significantly from the American context, additionally, the Scandinavian context provides an interesting addition to the CRT knowledge of settler colonies. Scandinavia, with its histories of folkhemmet and state-sponsored ideas of sameness therefore provides an illuminating case for how we understand processes of racialization. As Kildahl & Kuhnle (2005) have demonstrated, this is rooted in the social democratic workers’ rights movements, as well as Sweden’s dark history of state-sponsored scientific racism, that I discuss in detail in section 3.2.1. This concoction of conditions has resulted in the current culture of color blindness that forces equality on unequal grounds. Differences are instead expressed through different terminology that paints racialized Swedes as unalterable Others who are a threat to Swedish homogeneity, such as “culture”, “immigration” or “heritage”. More recently in the past two decades, this form of racism is expressed through Islam and Muslims as embodying a threat to Sweden and Swedishness. It is through this lens that I discuss Islamophobia as a salient component of non-belonging of (some) racialized Swedes. 

The Swedish and generally Scandinavian context therefore provides interesting additions to the field of CRT, where it tells us about how belonging can be granted or denied based on racialization. Whiteness in Scandinavia has slimmer requirements for membership, whereby racialization occurs differently than in the US and other settler colonies. The findings in this thesis demonstrate how “Iranian” women are denied membership to a Swedish collective based on racialization, and how such a process occurs. I find that class and racialization are intricately linked to multiple other intersecting positionalities in causing complex conditions of political and spatial non-belonging. 

The CRT body of work that has emerged in the US is a result of a post-civil rights era (West, 1995). In Scandinavia and Europe at large, the histories of migration and subsequently racialization is different. These contextual differences must be acknowledged in academic research as well. Although elements of racism in the US exist in Europe and Scandinavia too, such as anti-blackness or Islamophobia, there is a different emphasis on culture and heritage in Europe in addition to the embodiment of a racialized body. For example, a Somali in Sweden will be racialized differently from a Gambian in Sweden, because the additional emphasis on culture. Here, religion also becomes an important factor in how intersectionality works in racialization. As I have repeatedly shown, Islam is considered an enemy that is a threat to Swedish society (among other Western countries as well), and whoever embodies it will also be perceived as such. Somalis face an increased amount of religious violence in addition to facing racial violence, both of these factors conjoin in constructing a particular type of racism (Osman et al., 2020). Additionally, an Iranian and a Turk can share similar phenotypes and bodily markers but still be racialized differently depending on their social standing in the Swedish white gaze. This is where racialization intersects with class in determining what body is “worth” Swedishness, depending how they are imagined to contribute to society, and how well they fit the mold of imagined Swedishness. Iranians as a group in Sweden are imagined to hold middle-class positionalities whereas their Turkish equivalents are considered to hold working-class positionalities. 

There are essentialized understandings of groups, their heritages and their positions in the hierarchy of desirability in the eyes of Swedish white supremacy. Heritage, ethnicity and culture intersect with class in producing a desirable “immigrant” in Swedish society, and this is a fundamental understanding in how racialization occurs in Sweden. This was repeatedly confirmed in the empirical data, especially in micro-geographical expressions where participants witnessed an allocation of a certain belonging based on their phenotypes. For the women in this study, this was often done in reference to body hair as a phenotypical markup that marked them as different. In this way, racialization, especially when intersecting with other factors, and the denial of belonging cooperate in producing Others. 

On the contrary, Scandinavian Critical Race Theory emphasizes a focus on ethnicity and underestimate the importance of bodily markers (Miles & Brown, 2003, p. 101; Gullestad, 2006, p. 29; Molina, 2005, p. 103; Mathisen, 2020, p. 64). I will extend this criticism in the next section.  

7.2.2 Scandinavian Critical Race Theory

In addition to contributing to the general field of CRT, I review the Scandinavian geographical literature that addresses segregation and other issues that pertains to racialization in Sweden. I argue that much research that is dedicated to understanding racialization in Sweden uncritically address race relations as “immigrants” vs Swedes and conflating phenotypical features that result in racialization with history of migration. This conflation of immigration and racialization also follows researchers and seeps into much of their academic work, which I demonstrate in section 3.3. My work addresses this and demonstrates the socio-political and emotional complexities of experiencing racialization in Sweden, especially when intersecting with other positionalities. It also shows how many racialized Swedes are reluctant to refer to themselves as “Swedish” because of how histories of immigration cause racialization, which subsequently results in refusal of belonging to the nation-state. Rather, belonging is expressed in different geographical scales. 

My contribution therefore emerges between these criticisms, where I nuance the experiences of racialization among this group and how they explain formative encounters that have marked them as Others. I argue that similar phenotypical features can result in different outcomes in how a body is racialized based on culture and heritage, depending on the proximity of a racialized body to Swedishness as a phenotypical and cultural label. When reading American CRT literature as well as its Scandinavian equivalent, my primary thought is that my personal experiences with racism in Sweden are not accurately reflected. My personal experiences are also echoed by the empirical material in this thesis. “Iranian” women in Sweden nuance experiences of racism and tell us how racialization is intricately intersectional when contrasting with other minoritizing positionalities, when competing for desirability among white Swedes and fighting to earn acceptance as racialized people in Sweden. This is often connected to Swedish ethno-nationalist politics whereby racialized Swedes feel like they must “earn” the right to exist and belong. The struggle of constantly trying to acquire belonging and searching for acceptance is not unique to Sweden, but the specific ethno-nationalist requirements that these women testify to experiencing and that they attempt to fit in, is unique to Scandinavia. This is what the empirical material reflects and what I wish to convey with this research.  

The experiences of “Iranian” women in Sweden tell us a nuanced story of how racialization occurs because of their proximity to whiteness. In the process of negotiating their belonging with the white majority, racialization occurs often through their histories of migration being brought in, and them being reminded of their difference. The “Othering” of racialized women and the constant denial of racialized belonging is again, not unique to Sweden, but the way it occurs is. Many women attest to being referred to as “dark”, which has different meanings in Sweden than it does in other Western countries. In Sweden, “dark” can simply mean brunette, in contrast to the imagined signifier of Swedish whiteness, which is blonde hair. When one falls outside the norms of whiteness, the racialized Swede’s imagined history of migration is brought in to mark non-belonging. This occurs while simultaneously being reprimanded for not belonging. This is repeatedly echoed in reference to RQ3, where the women in this study share their experiences of racism and connect them to the causalities of non-belonging.

7.2.3 Feminist belonging

During the course of this research I was repeatedly asked by peers why this research solely focuses on the experiences of belonging among women specifically, which is what I aim to clarify in this section. Gender is an important unit of analysis in many ways, but does not require a focus on women’s experiences exclusively. In making this choice, I was inspired by earlier research on feminist belonging that analyzed the spatial belonging of women, particularly through the work of Fenster (2005). Her research found that women produce belonging to place differently from men, and I wanted to explore this through the intersection of gender, class and race through the case of Sweden specifically, which led me to focus on the spatial experiences of racialized women in particular. Earlier research has found that cities in Sweden are ethnically segregated (Andersson & Molina, 2003; Andersson et al., 2010), however, I want the women in this study to have agency in describing their personal experiences of spatial belonging, and how they understand the spaces around them. According to them, what bodies belong to these spaces, and what bodies do the spaces belong to? How do they place themselves and their belonging within these spaces? In this quest, this research found gender to be a salient factor in spatial non-belonging, especially within the intersections of gender and visible religiosity, as well as gender and neurodivergence respectively. The conditions of space making were different for neurodivergent women and women who wore hijab, which led to different expressions of spatial belonging. As such, the contribution of this research to feminist knowledge is empirical through the nuancing of women’s experiences of racialized belonging through an intersectional framework. 

This research confirmed what Fenster (2005) initially claimed, that women’s claim to space is constructed along different lines. What the empirical evidence showed further than this, is that being neurodivergent and racialized are increasingly salient factors in how spatial belonging is produced for women. We saw this especially in the case of Ruqia, who witnessed a refusal of belonging when she, as a hijabi woman, inhabited upper class spaces. This shows that racialization and classism intersect in producing socio-spatial non-belonging. We also see this in the case of Niko, who shows us that neurodivergence is yet another salient factor in how spatial belonging is produced. For her, spatial belonging is almost exclusively produced from habituality and familiarity. In this process, she feels immediate discomfort in spaces where the people and the spaces are unfamiliar. 
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  Participant Information Sheet 



 



Research project title: Belonging and translocality: The case of Iranian women in Stockholm 



 



You are being invited to participate in the research project titled “Belonging and translocality: 



The case of Iranian women in Stockholm”. Before you decide whether or not to participate, it 



is important that you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. 



Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you 



wish. Ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take 



time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.  



 



What is the project’s purpose? The purpose of this project is to highlight the experiences 



of belonging among women of any kind of Iranian-related heritage in Stockholm (this can 



include Kurdish women or women of any ethnic minority who have visited Iran, have Iranian 



family, carry Iranian passports, speak Persian, or are affiliated with the country in any way). 



Similarly, this project aims to understand how we all retain ties to our “country of origin”, 



which I call “translocal ties” in this project. This can include phone calls abroad, contact with 



family members, physical visits, cooking food that is associated with that place, listening to 



music in the local language, or similar. This project therefore aims to collect information 



about how this group retain ties to their country of origin in various ways.  



 



Why have I been chosen? Participants are invited on a basis of belonging to any kind of 



minority or vulnerable group, whether this is on the basis of sexuality, religious affiliation, 



ethnic minority, or other. This is to highlight the experiences of the most vulnerable groups 



within the “community” and to provide a diverse range of testimonies in the project.  



 



Do I have to take part? Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary, if you do not wish 



to take part there will be absolutely no negative consequences. You can decide to retract 



your testimonies at any stage of the research without any repercussions whatsoever without 



any reasons given. If you decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep 



and asked to sign a consent form. If you sign the consent form, you can still withdraw your 



participation at any time or retract any part of your testimonies without any reasons provided. 



Please be aware that when the thesis has been printed, your anonymized participation 



cannot be retracted. The estimated date of submission is September 2021, up until then you 



can retract your testimony at any time without any penalization.  



 











What will happen to me if I take part? What do I have to do? The data collection will be 



from December 2019 to approximately August 2020. If you decide to participate, you will be 



asked to record your day to day activities for approximately one month on any social media 



platform of your choice, however Instagram is preferred if you feel comfortable using it. You 



can post posts or “stories”, a private account will be set up for this purpose, and you can 



choose how much you would like it to be exposed and who can follow the account and the 



posts. In addition to this, you will be expected to participate in one focus group meeting and 



maximum two one-on-one interviews. A focus group meeting is a meeting with approximately 



7 or 8 other participants, where questions about belonging and translocality will be asked. 



Please be advised that this can be traumatizing for some, if you are sensitive to telling 



personal accounts of migration history or social exclusion, you should reconsider your 



participation.  



 



What are possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? Your interview and the focus 



group interviews, along with the social media posts will be recorded and privately stored. 



Only I (Sara, head of research) will have access to this data that is traceable to you (i.e., has 



your real name). This data will be pseudonymized, meaning that I will use a fake name for 



your testimonies. The anonymized data, that cannot be traced to your name, will be shared 



with my supervisor and consequently possibly in the final thesis. Although the data will be 



privately stored and kept secure to my best ability, there is a very unlikely risk that the data is 



leaked or hacked. This is a risk that the participant needs to be aware of, although it is highly 



unlikely. Additionally, the research and nature of the questions can spark traumatic 



memories, which you need to be aware of as well. Please reconsider participation if you are 



sensitive to this.  



 



What are possible benefits of taking part? Whilst there are no immediate benefits for 



participants in this project, it is hoped that your testimony will provide more knowledge about 



vulnerable people and unheard voices of our community.  



 
Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential? All the information that we collect 



about you during the course of the research will be kept strictly confidential and will only be 



accessible to members of the research team. You will not be able to be identified in any 



reports or publications unless you have given explicit consent for this. If you agree to us 



sharing the information you provide with other researchers (e.g. by making it available in a 



data archive) then your personal details will not be included unless you explicitly request this.  



 











What is the legal basis for processing my personal data? According to data protection 



legislation, we are required to inform you that the legal basis we are applying in order to 



process your personal data is that “processing is necessary for the performance of a task 



carried out in the public interest” (Article 6(1)(e)). Further information can be found in the 



University’s Privacy Notice https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-



protection/privacy/general 



 



‘As we will be collecting some data that is defined in the legislation as more sensitive 



(information about race/racialization, ethnicity, religion, sexuality), we also need to let you 



know that we are applying the following condition in law: that the use of your data is 



‘necessary for scientific or historical research purposes’. 



What will happen to the data collected, and the results of the research project? Your 



verbal testimonies will be recorded on a recording device, the files kept securely and 



encrypted only accessible to the research team. The audio files will be transcripted, and once 



this has been done the recordings will be destroyed. The transcripts will be anonymized, they 



will have no trace to your name, although they will have your affiliations and some 



identification, like age, but this is insufficient to be traced to you. The social media files will be 



screenshotted and kept securely as well, these will be destroyed after the project is finished. 



When the thesis is more or less finished, the parts containing your testimony will be advised 



with you beforehand to assure accuracy of your testimonies and my analysis. When the final 



thesis has been printed you will be provided an electronic copy to keep. As soon as the final 



thesis has been printed, all data will be destroyed, whether anonymized or identifiable.  



‘Due to the nature of this research it is very likely that other researchers may find the data 



collected to be useful in answering future research questions. We will ask for your explicit 



consent for your data to be shared in this way.’ 



 



Who is organizing and funding the research? The research is privately funded by the 



researcher, but bursaries from the department of Geography at the University of Sheffield will 



be sought.  



 



Who is the Data Controller? The University of Sheffield will act as the Data Controller for 



this study. This means that the university is responsible for looking after your information and 



using it properly.  



 











Who has ethically reviewed the project? This project has been ethically approved via the 



University of Sheffield’s Ethics Review Procedure, as administered by the department of 



Geography.  



 



What if something goes wrong and I wish to complain about the research? If you have 



complaints about the research, you should primarily contact me as the principal investigator. 



You can also contact Dr Deborah Sporton, who supervises this project. If you feel that your 



complaint has not been handled to your satisfaction, you can contact the Head of 



Department, who will escalate your complaint through the appropriate channels. All the 



contact information is disclosed in your consent sheet. If your complaint relates to how your 



personal data has been handled, information about how to raise a complaint can be found in 



the University’s Privacy Notice: https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-



protection/privacy/general. 



 



Will I be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used? 



The audio recordings of your activities made during this research will be used only for 



analysis and for illustration in conference presentations and lectures. No other use will be 



made of them without your written permission, and no one outside the project will be allowed 



access to the original recordings.  



 



 



Contact for further information 
Lead researcher:  



Sara Ahmadi 



Skånegatan 57, 116 37, Stockholm 



+46704 712 612 



 



Supervisor: 



Dr Deborah Sporton 



The University of Sheffield, S10 2TN, Sheffield 



+44 114 222 7953 
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with my supervisor and consequently possibly in the final thesis. Although the data will be
privately stored and kept secure to my best ability, there is a very unlikely risk that the data is
leaked or hacked. This is a risk that the participant needs to be aware of, although it is highly
unlikely. Additionally, the research and nature of the questions can spark traumatic
memories, which you need to be aware of as well. Please reconsider participation if you are
sensitive to this.
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What is the legal basis for processing my personal data? According to data protection
legislation, we are required to inform you that the legal basis we are applying in order to
process your personal data is that “processing is necessary for the performance of a task
carried out in the public interest” (Article 6(1)(e)). Further information can be found in the
University's Privacy Notice https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-
protection/privacy/general

‘As we will be collecting some data that is defined in the legislation as more sensitive
(information about race/racialization, ethnicity, religion, sexuality), we also need to let you
know that we are applying the following condition in law: that the use of your data is
‘necessary for scientific or historical research purposes’.

What will happen to the data collected, and the results of the research project? Your
verbal testimonies will be recorded on a recording device, the files kept securely and
encrypted only accessible to the research team. The audio files will be transcripted, and once
this has been done the recordings will be destroyed. The transcripts will be anonymized, they
will have no trace to your name, although they will have your affiliations and some
identification, like age, but this is insufficient to be traced to you. The social media files will be
screenshotted and kept securely as well, these will be destroyed after the project is finished.
When the thesis is more or less finished, the parts containing your testimony will be advised
with you beforehand to assure accuracy of your testimonies and my analysis. When the final
thesis has been printed you will be provided an electronic copy to keep. As soon as the final
thesis has been printed, all data will be destroyed, whether anonymized or identifiable.

‘Due to the nature of this research it is very likely that other researchers may find the data
collected to be useful in answering future research questions. We will ask for your explicit

consent for your data to be shared in this way.’

Who is organizing and funding the research? The research is privately funded by the
researcher, but bursaries from the department of Geography at the University of Sheffield will
be sought.

Who is the Data Controller? The University of Sheffield will act as the Data Controller for
this study. This means that the university is responsible for looking after your information and
using it properly.
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Who has ethically reviewed the project? This project has been ethically approved via the
University of Sheffield’s Ethics Review Procedure, as administered by the department of
Geography.

What if something goes wrong and | wish to complain about the research? If you have
complaints about the research, you should primarily contact me as the principal investigator.
You can also contact Dr Deborah Sporton, who supervises this project. If you feel that your
complaint has not been handled to your satisfaction, you can contact the Head of
Department, who will escalate your complaint through the appropriate channels. All the
contact information is disclosed in your consent sheet. If your complaint relates to how your
personal data has been handled, information about how to raise a complaint can be found in
the University’s Privacy Notice: https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-
protection/privacy/general.

Will | be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used?

The audio recordings of your activities made during this research will be used only for
analysis and for illustration in conference presentations and lectures. No other use will be
made of them without your written permission, and no one outside the project will be allowed
access to the original recordings.

Contact for further information
Lead researcher:

Sara Ahmadi

Skanegatan 57, 116 37, Stockholm
+46704 712 612

Supervisor:

Dr Deborah Sporton

The University of Sheffield, S10 2TN, Sheffield
+44 114 222 7953
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