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The contradiction between the discourse of national homogeneity and
the incomplete process of nationalisation is simultaneously deepened
and mediated by the consequences of post-1945 migration to western
Europe. On the one hand, as a result of new, (or renewed ) cultural pre-
sences, the existing cultural heterogeneity of the nation can be further
exposed: these new presences only deepen and extend a pre-existing rea-
lity. On the other hand, these presences can be signified in such a way
as to reinforce and extend the process of nationalisation: ‘their’ presence
can be used to signify what ‘we’ have in common against ‘them’, indeed
what we might loose to ‘them’. The contemporary debate about immi-
gration, integration and the nation within Europe cannot therefore be iso-
lated from ongoing processes of hegemony and domination, processes that
are sustained by nationalisation. (Robert Miles 1993: 211).

«I feel like a Norwegian, but I don’t look like one», «I belong to Norway,
but not to the Norwegians», «I am never treated as an ordinary Norwegian
person», «It has be become more difficult, over the years, to have a different
skin colour in this country». Often ‘immigrants’ to Norway and their children
voice similar feelings and opinions (see for example Ali 1997, Wamwere
2000), which are also documented in scholarly work (for example Astad 1993,
Fuglerud 1996, Høgmo 1998). Even people who by most standards live very
fulfilling lives in Norway may in some situations express a considerable
amount of bitterness and anger. Why this anger? Why this bitterness? 

Many sorts of data and analytical perspectives can potentially illuminate
and contextualize these feelings. Among other things, one could mention
the loss of people and places one grew up with, the polarisation between
classes because of the restructurings of the global labour market, and the
location of ‘immigrants’ within these structures, the various notions of ‘nor-
mality’ in statistics and medicine, changes in everyday life1, tensions bet-
ween ‘secularised’ and ‘fundamentalist’ religious practises, as well as tensions
between individualist and patriarchal ideas about family life. My intention
in this article is to examine just one aspect of the complex and manystran-
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ded question. I will consider how the idea of the nation is currently inter-
preted and maintained among majority Norwegians. In particular, I tease
out how the strengthening of community feelings and belonging is based on
the creation of less invisible fences against outsiders. In the spirit of Louis
Dumont (1970, 1985, 1986, 1987), Bruce Kapferer (1988) and my own
former work (Gullestad 1984, 1985, 1992, 1996), I examine more closely
the inegalitarian subtexts of egalitarian individualism2. Behind many diffe-
rences in choice of words, intentions and feelings, a common set of values,
ideas and beliefs can be identified. These have been developed historically,
but are continuously being worked on and transformed for new purposes in
new situations. Analytically, the task is is to pinpoint an emerging and con-
tested hegemonic ‘fixity’ (Bhaba 1999), without essentialising or reinforcing
it. In other words, I want simultaneously to identify and to historisise an
emerging doxic field. This endeavour adds a cultural dimension to the the-
oretical focus on ethnicity as boundary maintenance (Barth 1969) and to
ideas about a relational grounding of ethnicity (Hylland Eriksen 1993). In
addition, it adds substance to the ideas about a ‘new racism’ (for example
Barker 1981) or ‘cultural fundamentalism’ (Stolcke 1995) in Europe. Accor-
ding to these ideas, discrimination is now often justified by the existence of
incompatible cultural differences rather than by hierarchical ‘races’. The ega-
litarian logic can be regarded as one of the reasons why the argument about
incompatible cultural differences has so quickly entered the foreground of
common sense.

The article starts out with a theoretical discussion of national belonging
and egalitarian individualism, supplied with some empirical material about
contemporary Norwegian society. Then follows the main substance of the
article, an interpretative analysis3 of the underlying categories, ideas and
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2 See, for example, Kapferer (1988) on Australian ‘egalitarian individualism’, and Louis Dumont’s
studies of ‘equality in the West, exemplified by France and Germany, and contrasted with the cast
system in India (Dumont 1979, 1985, 1986, 1987). Dumont’s contribution and its relevance for the
Norwegian ethnography is discussed in Gullestad 1992. However, working in the spirit of Dumont
does not entail subscribing to all his ideas. For example I regard individualism as processes of indivi-
dualisation, rather than as a fixed product. Dumont’s work and its usefulness in the analysis of Nor-
wegian ethnography is also discussed in Odner 2000: 185-200. Among other things, Odner
maintains that values of hierarchy and holism are also central to Norwegian world views. 

3 The method employed in my current research is informed by anthropological culture analysis, a
reformulation of the hegemony concept of Antonio Gramsci (1971), and discourse analysis inspired
by Foucault (1972), Ricoeur (1992) and Van Dijk (1993), among others. The value of discourse ana-
lysis is that it makes it possible to link language and power. I present examples from different points
of view, and analyse them by attempting to identify their underlying assumptions. 



beliefs of four empirical examples. The four examples are selected so as to be
markedly different concerning point of view and intentions. One example
is told by a university professor of linguistics, one example is taken from a
text written by a professor of social anthropology, one example is a part of a
letter written by an anonymous political extremist, and the two last exam-
ples present the reflections of two labour party politicians with a Pakistani
background. All the examples, except the letter from the political extremist,
are utterances from people who might be classified among the Norwegian
elite. The differences among the examples provide an interesting starting
point for an analysis of some doxic themes in Norwegian public debates.
One of these themes is a continuous confirmation of the world as a system
of nation states, and nationality as something innate. 

Egalitarianism

While ‘egalitarian individualism’ is often said to be a characteristic fea-
ture of the Western world, many researchers have suggested that a special
emphasis can be found within Norway and the other Nordic countries (see,
among others, Barnes 1954, Dahl and Vaa 1980, Gullestad 1984, 1992,
1996, Jonassen 1983, Longva 1998). Already Alexis de Tocqueville (1835-
40) suggested that the idea of equality easily leads to a search for identity, in
other words to the idea that people have to feel that they are more or less the
same in order to be of equal value. This tendency, I have argued (Gullestad
1984, 1985, 1992, 1996), is particularly strong in the Nordic countries, and
can be analysed as a culturally specific way of resolving tensions between
individual and community. 

With its specific combination of a bureaucratic welfare state and an open,
globalised capitalist economy, Norway (along with the other Nordic coun-
tries) thus represents particularly interesting contexts for the examination of
the many ambiguous paradoxes of egalitarianism, including how reworked
and transformed egalitarian themes are unwittingly applied to erect ‘invisi-
ble fences’ against ‘immigrants’. I see the egalitarian logic in Norway as a
variety of something more general, and an examination of this logic can thus
also be useful for understanding the debates elsewhere. 
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In my previous studies in Norway (Gullestad 1984, 1985, 1992, 1996),
I have formed a set of ideas based on how ‘ordinary people’ in Norway relate
to differences in way of life and life style. These ideas are formulated as abs-
tract theoretical descriptions. Let me briefly summarise a few points. The
central value concept is likhet, meaning likeness, similarity, identity or same-
ness4. Likhet is the most common translation of ‘equality’5, implying that
social actors must consider themselves as more or less similar in order to feel
of equal value. The tendency to conceive of equality in terms of sameness
results in many contexts in a definition of the situation in which the simila-
rities of the parties are brought to the fore, and that which divides them is
tactfully held outside the relationship. When they thus manage to establish
a definition of the situation focusing on similarity, each of the parties – para-
doxically – also gain confirmation of their individual value. The similarity
with specific persons is thus used in a manner to define and confirm one’s
own sense of self. Social life can be analysed as negotiations about identities
and self-image. In order to have one’s own desired identities confirmed, peo-
ple need relevant others who are qualified, able and willing to recognise and
support them. The relevant supporters are regarded as similar, according to
the logic involved in the idea of equality conceived as sameness. This logic
leads to an interaction style in which commonalties are emphasised, while
differences are often played down. In this way equality conceived as same-
ness is not actual sameness, but a style which focuses on sameness. For the
sake of simplicity I call it ‘imagined sameness’.

The emphasis on likhet (imagined sameness) in social life often implies
that there is a problem when others are perceived to be different. When the
difference is regarded as ‘too much’, the parties often avoid each other in so
far as it is seen as a threat to other basic values such as ‘peace’, ‘stability’,
‘tranquillity’, and ‘harmony’. This can happen prior to the establishment of
imagined sameness, and when it is no longer possible to maintain the valued
degree and mode of similarity. Thus, differences are concealed by avoiding
those people who, for one reason or another, are perceived as ‘too different’
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4 Even though these ideas are formed with a basis in material from everyday life in Norway, they
have also been useful elsewhere, including Denmark (Hervik 1999: 248). It seems that Danish
debates on immigration are based on similar underlying ideas as the debates in Norway, at the same
time as the ethnic nationalism is more explicit. This was, among other things, illustrated by the New
Year speeches of the two prime ministers January 1, 2000. 

5 For example, the translation of the ‘liberté, egalite et fraternité ‘ of the French revolution is ‘fri-
het, likhet og brorskap’. 



and by playing them down in social interaction. In these processes the divi-
ding lines between people become blurred, at the same time as considerable
social variation may remain. The blurring of dividing lines is probably part
of the reason why social class has become a less relevant concept for many
people in Scandinavia (including researchers) than it was, say, in the 1930s. 

In my current research, I do not study likhet in relation to variations of way
of life and life style of majority Norwegians, but more closely how people in
Norway (including researchers) employ egalitarian strategies in relation to
‘immigrants’, and the degree to which these strategies constitute the majorita-
rian ‘us’, legitimise its power, and maintain its ‘imagined community’ (Ander-
son 1983). These consequences are not considered as unhappy side effects of
national belonging, but instead as basic premises. The ‘invisible fences’ in the
title of this article are thus the unquestioned dividing lines and relations of
power which demands for sameness both presuppose and maintain. 

The double nature of nationalism

Despite different historical traditions and political cultures, present deba-
tes about ‘foreigners’ and ‘immigrants’ are surprisingly similar in many Wes-
tern European countries. Although the specific terms have been different,
the migrant presence is signified as problematic and has been used in public
debates to maintain and transform ‘our’ imagined community by means of
new boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

Since its beginnings in Europe, the idea of a democratic nation state
implies that state, people and territory coincide, and ‘the people’ are bearers
of national sovereignty. A tension exists between the abstract notion of ‘the
people’ as bearers of certain civic and political rights, on the one hand, and
particular concrete people with a specific culture, language and history, on
the other. With the terms employed by Verena Stolcke (1995: 9), there is a
contradiction between ‘organicist’ and ‘voluntarist’ ideas of belonging. This
tension is there, in different ways, both in the ‘French’ and the ‘German’
models of the nation6. 
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6 See, among others, Brubaker 1992 and Dumont 1986 on the differences between France and Ger-
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Building a nation implies constructing a new narrative about who
belongs and who does not belong, and thus requires the suppression of
internal difference. Through nationbuilding in eighteenth and nineteenth
century Europe, minorities were simultaneously created and reified by
means of statistics and other modern forms of census-taking. At the same
time they were rendered invisible by the new national narrative.

In spite of the often heavy-handed suppression of minorities, the impli-
cit tension in the definition of the nation as ‘the people’ was largely invisi-
ble, or was at least not publicly prominent, in the nineteenth century. But
in the present era of migration this has changed. While former ‘others’ have
disappeared or are being redefined as ‘national minorities’, new internal
others are created.

The affirmation of national belonging is intimately tied to the growing
individualisation of social life. Dignity and recognition have become key
concepts in the present politics of identity (Berger et al. 1973, Taylor 1989,
1991, 1992). This development implies new roles for social institutions and
social relationships. And it brings along unprecedented possibilities for self-
realisation and a new focus on play, aesthetics and creativity in social life, as
well as specific kinds of vulnerability, discipline and power. Therefore the
duty to create oneself, as well as the increasing presence of certain kinds of
cultural diversity, represent a problem for many people,. One has to choose,
but choice is difficult. Certain ascribed identities, apparently not chosen,
take on new significance: family, the place where one grew up, religion and
nationality. These identities are felt to be part of “what is really me” in a dif-
ferent and more profound sense than achieved and chosen identities. But
also in the elaboration of these identities there is an element of choice, both
concerning which aspects are emphasised and elaborated, and concerning
the intensity with which they are embraced.

The power of nation states is under pressure from international and
transnational processes, on the one hand, and from regional and local pro-
cesses, on the other. The developments in the transnational markets of
labour, commodities and capital, including the increasing power of multi-
national corporations, have reduced the power of traditional political and
social institutions to control and protect social groups within the state.
Many people all over the world are therefore turning to religious, ethnic and
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national identities as a means of understanding themselves and of mobili-
sing themselves in defence of their interests (Turner 1994: 419). These pro-
cesses imply that the idea of ‘the people’ comes into question, and becomes
highly contested. Migration, the ways it is currently interpreted and percei-
ved in many European countries, brings out and even exacerbates the eth-
nic subtext in nation states. 

The concept of the nation thus contains both a cultural/ethnic aspect
and the universalising idea of equality among citizens. There seems to be a
popular reinforcement of the ethnic dimensions of nationalism, focusing on
common culture, ancestry and origin, at the expense of the civic and politi-
cal aspects of citizenship. This revitalisation demonstrates that nationalisa-
tion is an ongoing rather than a completed process, a space of constant
struggles of definition and redefinition. Some people experience that new-
comers dramatically change the local communities they feel attached to.
Others live in diasporic conditions and experience double or multiple natio-
nal loyalties. In their country of residence they are what might be called
«citizens of limited liability»7.

The current ethnification of the national identity of the majority can be
seen as a part of the growing individualisation, as well as a resistance to the
effects of economic globalization and the changing power balances between
state, civil society and the market. However, when majority people make use
of this kind of empowerment, they unwittingly conceal their own majority
power over minorities, often by using an egalitarian interpretative frame-
work. 

Norway, a country of about 4 1/2 million inhabitants, presents an inte-
resting case in point, with its liberal legislation regarding citizenship, com-
bined with being, relatively speaking, a new nation8. In the 1970s
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7 I have borrowed this concept from the neighbourhood theories of Gerald T. Suttles (1972). He
characterised certain modern neighbourhoods as ‘communities of limited liability’. Participation in
the community of limited liability is a voluntary choice among options, rather than one prescribed
on the basis of residence alone (1972: 59).

8 Independence dates from 1905, when the union between Norway and Sweden was dissolved.
Before the union with Sweden (1814-1905), Norway was ruled from Denmark for four hundred
years. The new independence was broken by the German occupation from 1940 to 1945 during
World War II. In the era of nation building in the nineteenth century Norwegian nationality was
constructed in contrast to upper class Danes, on the one hand, and to despised groups such as the
Sami, the travellers and so on, on the other. 



immigrants from Asia, Africa and Latin America started to enter Norway in
some numbers. Later on, after the immigration ban from 1975, newcomers
are only accepted as experts, family members (family reunification), students
(with the expectation that they return home after completed education),
and last, but not least, refugees and asylum seekers. The proportion of
‘immigrants’ (including refugees and asylum seekers, seen as a percentage of
the total population, has increased steadily, from 2.0 percent in 1980 to 5.5
percent in 1998. In 1970, 6 percent of the ‘immigrant population’ came
from Asia, Africa and Latin America; in 1998 the figure was 49.5 percent.
Between 1977 and 1998, 109 000 foreign citizens became Norwegian citi-
zens9. Their countries of origin are multiple, with the largest number origi-
nating from Pakistan, followed by Sweden, Denmark and Vietnam. One
third of all the ‘immigrants’, and 41 percent of the ‘non-western immi-
grants’, live in Oslo10. Even if the average ‘immigrant’ is better educated than
the average ‘Norwegian’, many, but not all, of the ‘non-western immigrants’
work in unskilled and semiskilled occupations as taxi drivers, hotel person-
nel, cleaners, etc. The most spectacular mass media representations of
‘immigration’ currently focus on the violent crime of small groups of young
boys, and on cases of forced marriage, especially concerning young women.
There is a tendency to construct certain practices, such as arranged marria-
ges, as belonging to former and ‘backward’ stages in time, and not to a glo-
bal present. Like many other European countries, debates in Norway exhibit
considerable differences of opinion. Among ‘immigrants’ and their descen-
dents one can find diverse positionings in relation to the Norwegian state.
Some people do not want to become Norwegian citizens. Some people have
become Norwegian citizens, but want to retain cultural practises from their
background. Seen from their point of view, Norwegian national identity
can, depending on the situation, simultaneously be a question of being
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9 The extension of citizenship to newcomers is relatively liberal. The main rule is that one can
become a Norwegian citizen after having lived continuously in Norway for the last seven years before
applying.

10 The source for all the figures in this paragraph is Bjertnæs 2000. Since 1994 the official statisti-
cal analyses in Norway use the following definition of ‘immigrants’: «The population of immigrants
comprise persons with two parents born abroad. The population of immigrants include first genera-
tion immigrants who have themselves immigrated, and second generation immigrants, who are born in
Norway from two parents born abroad.» (Bjertnæs 2000: 10, translated from the Norwegian, empha-
sises in the original). The statistics also discriminate between immigrants form ‘ Western’ (Western
Europe except Turkey, US, Canada and Oceania) and ‘non-western’ countries (Eastern Europe, Asia,
Africa, Middle- and South America and Turkey). The statistical categorisations are extremely pro-
blematic, for several reasons. First they demonstrate the privileged status of kinship (ancestry) over
citizenship. Second, because the category does not cover children with only one parent born abroad,
the potential discrimination of them goes unnoticed. 



included as unmarked members, as well as of being recognised in terms of
their various origins.

The shifting meanings of the terms ‘immigrant’ and ‘Norwegian’

As my first example I will freely retell an episode that a university profes-
sor in Norway has experienced11. The episode is told from his majority pers-
pective, but it involves the reactions and feelings of a conversation partner
with an immigrant background. Some time ago the professor received a telep-
hone call from a woman he did not know. She wanted to discuss the notion
of innvandrer (immigrant, literally ‘inwalker’, somebody who is walking in)
with somebody proficient in the Nordic languages. The professor was friendly
and ready to converse. She told him that she was born in India, and grew up
there, but that she had lived in Norway for many years. According to the pro-
fessor, she spoke Norwegian well, but “not perfectly”. “Now I have lived for a
long time in Norway”, she said, “I know Norway, and I have become a Nor-
wegian citizen. Therefore I want to know if am I still an immigrant (innvan-
drer)?” “Yes”, answered the professor, on the basis of his lexical understanding
of the problem. “You are born and bred in India, and this makes you an immi-
grant to Norway.” The woman, who had apparently hoped to get rid of this
label, voiced her disappointment, and continued to pose a further question.
“But for how long will I then continue to be an immigrant?” “All your life”,
answered the professor, based on the best of his knowledge. Then the conver-
sation reached is peak, the way he later explained it, in that the woman
became angry. The professor, who is a very nice person, was sorry to disap-
point her, but found that the meaning of this word in the Norwegian language
did not allow him to do otherwise. In order both to explain his view, and to
comfort her, he added the following: “This is the way it was for the Norwe-
gians who emigrated to the US, too. You just have to put up with it”. 

The well-meaning professor explained the denotation of the word inn-
vandrer, what it refers to in the world. In order to understand why the
woman became angry, one has to make a broader cultural analysis of the
connotations of the word, the range of ideas, images and associations it
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ments to my analysis.



currently sets in motion. This implies to analyse the surrounding networks
of concepts and contexts of use. Innvandrer is today not only a word in the
dictionary, but a rhetorically powerful concept. Within such a frame of
analysis, the episode indicates a change of meaning. With the shifting
notions of ‘us’ and ‘them’, innvandrer has become a stigmatising way of labe-
lling ‘them’. The mass media have caricaturised ‘immigrants’ in terms of
problems such as violence and crime, and the use of the term innvandrer is
increasingly tied to people with what is considered a different skin colour.
In the dictionary (and for the professor) the term denotes everybody coming
from outside Norway, including Swedes, Danes and north Americans. But
in the streets and the mass media there is a new and more restricted hege-
monic use. ‘A different skin colour’, a non-native accent, a ‘non-Norwegian
name’, and a religion different from Lutheran Christianity are the most
important signs of belonging to the category of innvandrer. Given the uns-
poken hierarchies between and within nations, it is also often limited to
people coming from countries perceived to be poorer and less ‘developed’
and ‘civilised’ than Northern Europe and the US12. Since they come from
poor countries, they are often assumed to be poor and uneducated people,
seeking unskilled or semiskilled work. Thus the term ‘innvandrer’ carries
implicit class connotations, and the stereotype hides the existence of skilled,
professional, managerial and technically trained ‘immigrants’. The meanings
of the word seems to oscillate between an implicit code based on ‘Third
World’ spatial and cultural origin, different values and interpretative frames
than the majority, the way this is currently perceived, somatic characteristics
(‘dark skin’), social class (unskilled or semiskilled work), — and a dictionary
definition in which these categories are not relevant13. This span of ambi-
guity partly explains its rhetorical power. 
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12 Hazel Helleland, a British-born high school teacher in a small town in Western Norway who
speaks Norwegian very well with a British accent, has over and over again experienced that when she
asks her students (age 15-19) if they know any immigrants (innvandrere) personally, they usually
answer no. When she then tells them that they know her, they are very surprised: “We do not count
you as an immigrant (innvandrer)”. I thank Hazel Helleland for the permission to use her experiences
in this article. It might be added that much research has implicitly adopted the equation of «immi-
grant» with somebody who is visibly different and acts on the basis of different values, the way this
is currently perceived. In her case the imagined sameness is based on racialization rather than natio-
nalism.

13 In Norway «immigrants», the way it is currently perceived, have their origin in many countries
in Asia, Africa and Latin America, with people with a Pakistani and Vietnamese backgrounds as the
two largest groups. In Britain, for much of the period since 1945, the notion of immigrant has refer-
red exclusively to people of Caribbean and south Asian origin, in France the notion refers primarily
to ‘les arabes’, many of whom are French nationals and citizens, and in Germany the notion refers
specifically to ‘Turks’ (Miles 1993: 206-207). 



Therefore I think that a comparison with the immigration to the US
around the beginning of the 20th century would not only reveal some simi-
larities, but also crucial differences. The term ‘immigrant’ was not a category
of exclusion, and not relevant in as many contexts as the term innvandrer is
in Norway in the beginning of the 21st century. In the hegemonic speech in
the US at the time ‘immigrant’ was probably not used in such a marked
opposition to American, the way innvandrer is now used in opposition to
Norwegian. To be an American in the US was (and still is) often to be an
immigrant14.

The current meanings of the dichotomy between ‘immigrant’ and ‘Nor-
wegian’ seem natural and self-evident, but are historically and culturally
constituted, with important recent transformations. I am thus arguing that
in the hegemonic thinking of contemporary Norway innvandrer is concep-
tually contrasted to ‘Norwegian’, as a central organising dichotomy. It is
impossible to understand the transformations of what it means to be an inn-
vandrer without also analysing the transformations of what it means to be
‘Norwegian’15. Both sides of the dichotomy have recently changed. When
the woman in the episode became disappointed and angry, it was probably
because she perceives the labelling as innvandrer as a labelling as not Norwe-
gian — not included in the Norwegian nation — and thereby as an exclu-
sion from the community of competent, unmarked citizens. The term locks
her conceptually into a position she thinks she has left a long time ago, and
it does so for ‘all her life’. It also ties her to a perpetual present. She is not
somebody who once entered, but is perpetually walking in. Thus the epi-
sode not only informs about the correct dictionary definition, but also
about current hegemonic everyday life knowledge. 

Majority persons thus often possess the power to define both situations
and other peoples’ identities, without really knowing. This majority power
is often not regarded as a power at all, but is taken for granted as natural and
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14 American Indians of course look differently at this question, but their view is not the hegemonic
one. As indigenous people they identify with the territory from the time before the nation state.

15 In a talk at The Institute for Social Research in Oslo 26/1 2000, Hans Petter Horne, who is res-
ponsible for the admission of new students to the Police School in Oslo (Politihøgskolen i Oslo), said
that they stopped using the notion of innvandrer in their publications in 1994/95, because they found
this term to be negatively loaded. Instead they now use the term flerkulturell (multicultural) in order
to recruit young people with parents who once immigrated to Norway. “This notion shows more
clearly that they bring in a positive contribution”, Horne said. According to him, the students are
happy with this change of terms. 



self-evident. The professor obviously wanted to treat the woman as an equal.
His reference to the Norwegian immigrants to the US can be interpreted as
a way of attempting to establish sameness between himself and her. In the
situation he did not see his understanding of the term innvandrer as a part
of an unacknowledged hierarchy. The effect of this hierarchy is that the
woman in the episode - and others like her – are treated as different. In
many situations the imagined sameness does not include them. As a matter
of course, the identity she wants for herself is not confirmed, she is forced
to accept an identity she does not want, and she cannot choose when other
people make this unwanted identity relevant. For her, one may assume, this
means not to be accorded dignity, recognition and respect. She remains con-
ceptually marginal, and is often not recognised as a fully competent mem-
ber of the nation. In addition, as apparently a middle-class person, she was
probably also offended by the lower class connotations of the term innvan-
drer in Norway today. 

The most crucial point is the primordiality of the term innvandrer. It is
often used as a totalizing concept, primary to other statuses and identities.
For the professor, being a citizen does not overrule one’s status as an immi-
grant. This exemplifies the current prominence of the ethnic dimension of
nationality, in relation to the civic and political dimensions of citizenship16.
These unacknowledged frames of interpretation, operate, so to speak,
behind people’s backs. Even when the intention is equality and dialogue, the
interpretative frame may all the same contribute to anger and distance. Such
frames are not accidental ornaments, but intrinsic parts of any argumenta-
tion. The meanings are in many ways constituted by the cultural idioms and
the discursive structures used to present them. When one talks about the
relationship between ‘immigrants’ an ‘Norwegians’, one has applied a frame
of interpretation preconstructing a difference which then has to be bridged. 

The episode is particularly interesting because the woman is apparently
well educated, inserted in the Norwegian class structure in a way which arti-
culated well with the professor. Still she experiences in some situations a gap
between the identity she claims for herself, and the identity which is attri-
buted to her by others. Other ‘immigrants’ to Norway are not so well edu-
cated, and many do not want to become Norwegian citizens. It is precisely
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the extremity of her case (her length of stay and proficiency in the Norwe-
gian language) which makes visible the potential exclusion inherent in ega-
litarian interpretative frameworks. Nevertheless there exist more extreme
cases: In Norway the category ‘second generation immigrants’ is reified in
official statistics17. Also young people who are born in Norway and are
native speakers of Norwegian experience that they are not accepted as ‘ordi-
nary Norwegians’ (Ali 1997: 17, see also Astad 1993: 25). 

The anthropologist as native 

Similar invisible fences can also be teased out of my next example, the
recent work of social anthropologist Unni Wikan (1995a, b; 1999). An
important message in her book on Norwegian policy towards ‘immi-
grants’, Mot en ny norsk underklasse: Innvandrere, kultur og integrasjon
(1995) (“Towards a new Norwegian underclass: Immigrants, culture and
integration”) is that the Norwegian authorities do a disservice to children
of immigrants, and especially to girls. According to Wikan, the Norwegian
government and municipal authorities act in a racist manner when they,
because of ‘respect for their culture’, excuse parents (especially fathers)
who resist that their children become like Norwegian children. Instead of
respect for culture, respect for the individual should inform majority-
minority relations. Otherwise the power of immigrant men is reinforced,
at the expense of women and children. For Wikan it is also racism when
Norwegian authorities support refugees and immigrants with welfare
money, instead of expecting them to help themselves. The Norwegian aut-
horities practice foolish generosity (snillisme), she argues, by supporting
the power of Moslem men, and by providing welfare without expecting
anything in return. This is “doing evil in the name of goodness” (gjøre ondt
i godhetens navn, 1995a: 193) or “doing harm in the name of charity”
(1999: 61) These practices she calls ‘racism’, ‘welfare colonialism’ and ‘cul-
tural fundamentalism’18.

422

17 ‘See also note 10 about the definitions in the official statistics. This use of the term is, however,
contested.

18 I will not here discuss Wikan’s ideas concerning the notion of ‘racism’. This is done in Gulles-
tad forthcoming. 



It is not difficult to understand and appreciate Wikan’s focus on gender, her
support of children, and her intention to avoid the creation of a permanent
‘underclass’ in Norway. Nevertheless, there are all the same a number of
implied assumptions in her work which merit a closer examination and dis-
cussion. The book has been the subject of some criticism in the Norwegian
mass media (see in particular Qureshi 1996), as well as in scholarly journals
(Borchgrevink 1997, Brochmann and Rogstad 199619, Melhuus 1999). I
chose here to read her texts not as anthropological analyses, but as representa-
tive of certain widespread discursive strategies. The following quotations are
taken from a chapter that she has published in two different contexts – in the
book mentioned above, as well as in an article in the journal Samtiden:

‘Immigrants’ and the ‘immigration problem’ have virtually become synony-
mous with Moslems.

Why?

Let me state immediately: I do not think that this is due to ‘racism’ (...)

When so many Norwegians – including myself – regard Moslems as a pro-
blem, there is a reason for this: Moslems in Norway are problematic in many
ways: One has the impression that they distance themselves further from basic
Norwegian values than do other groups. Many practice segregation. Many oppose
their children having Norwegian friends. This does not apply to all, but it applies
to far too many (1995a: 85-86, 1995b: 26).

Every choice has its price, and the price for living in Norway is that one must
accept that one’s children become Norwegian – if they, themselves, so wish. For
no one ‘owns’ his or her children (...) for me it is also unacceptable that people
who have come here and benefited from Norwegian possibilities, such as freedom
and material welfare, so readily denounce aspects of the ‘culture’ we have built up,
and that provides the basis for the welfare which immigrants take advantage of.
The majority of immigrants to Norway have had a choice – they were not among
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are better approaches than Wikan’s use of the concept of underclass. In addition they touch upon
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time as her own argument relies precisely on the use of this concept. It is not adequate only to focus
on Norwegian kindness to a fault in order to explain current problems of integration. She tends to
be one-sided in attributing all problems to the immigrants. 



the worst off in their home country (...) They have also had the possibility to
return: to go back home. The choice they have made bears its obligations (1995a:
91, 1995b: 30-31)20.

These quotations (and the texts from which they are drawn) are well
written and pointed. The perspective is with the majority, and the texts are
directed towards majority people as implicit readers. Among majority peo-
ple, Moslem religious affiliation is often closely associated with ‘Pakistanis’,
the largest group of ‘immigrants’ in Norway21.

The passages I have quoted commence by introducing a stereotype: The
terms ‘immigrants’ and ‘immigrant problems’ have ‘become virtually
synonymous with ‘Moslem’. Without providing any arguments, Wikan does
not think that this can be attributed to racism. This may be true, depending
on one’s definition of ‘racism’. It could be that some of the differences bet-
ween ‘Moslems’ and ‘Norwegians’, the way they are perceived by Wikan, are
differences of education and social class more than differences of religion,
nationality or ‘race’. As already noted, a substantial part of the ‘Third World
immigrants’ to Norway are inserted in the Norwegian class structure as uns-
killed or semiskilled workers. Moreover, Wikan does not discuss the possi-
ble role of the mass media in advancing such stereotypes. On the contrary,
the whole book is based on quotations from the mass media, without a dis-
cursive analysis of their ideological content, nor a critical evaluation of their
source value. The result is that ‘Moslems’ are attributed with the entire
blame for the stereotypes about them. 

The expression ‘basic Norwegian values’ implies that all variations in
Norway are homogenised into a single set of values. But what are these ‘basic
Norwegian values’ other than another way of talking about culture? While
Moslems, according to Wikan, ought not to be condoned on the basis of
culture, the Norwegianness they have to adopt is all the same implicitly defi-
ned in cultural terms. 

Wikan also puts the blame on the absence of ‘integration’ upon the
Moslem minorities. She disregards that some of the reasons why immi-
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grants keep to themselves might be related to the familism and homecen-
teredness of Norwegian social life which make it difficult for outsiders to
be included, nor that immigrants encounter discrimination in Norwegian
society, nor that their inward turn partly may be an attempt to retain
material and emotional support, as well as dignity and self respect. Neit-
her does she focus on how ‘integration’ might be defined, seen from the
standpoint of various Moslem individuals. The effect of her text is not
only to reinforce common stereotypical constructions of ‘Moslems’, but
also, and perhaps as much, to strengthen the national imagination of the
Norwegian ‘us’ as an unmarked, normative and homogeneous entity in a
hierarchical relationship to ‘them’.

The crucial question is the following: What are the criteria to be inclu-
ded in the Norwegian ‘we’, and what does it mean to “have built the ‘cul-
ture’” which provides the basis for Norwegian welfare’? Wikan can take for
granted that her readers as a matter of course will understand that the Mos-
lems who started coming around 1970 have not participated in “building
the ‘culture’”, and that they are thus essentially excluded from the Norwe-
gian ‘we’. In addition to formal citizenship one apparently need some kind
of substance. Similar expressions, such as ‘building the country’, are often
used in public debates. 

Let me try to bring out some of the underlying assumptions in these
expressions. First, a common history seems to be important. The national
liberation of 1905 and the experiences of World War II, when Norway was
occupied by Nazi Germany, are central to many Norwegians. In many local
communities important parts of the constitutional day celebrations for ins-
tance focus on monuments remembering those who died or suffered during
this war. In addition the building of the welfare state in the first three deca-
des after the war is crucial. These years are often perceived as a gigantic
national project (dugnad). The claims of people coming of age after this cru-
cial historical period to have «built the ‘culture’» seem to rest on kinship to
those who did it. The way I read Wikans text, blood relations are crucial to
the imagined sameness of having «built the ‘culture’». To be ‘Norwegian’ is
thus basically an innate quality, not to be achieved22.

425

22 One is reminded of David Schneider’s (1969, 1979) analysis of the relations between kinship and
nationality. 



The substantial exclusion is also evident in other ways. For exam-
ple, Wikan implicitly demands that Moslems must praise everything
Norwegian (‘they disassociate themselves more than others from basic
Norwegian values’, ‘For me, it is unacceptable that people ... are so cri-
tical towards aspects of the ‘culture’ we have built up’). When it is
unacceptable to denounce, this must be because it is expected that the
virtues shall be extolled23. This requirement is rarely made of other
Norwegians, except when they are representing Norway abroad24, and
I interpret it as an expected compensation for the lack of belonging in
terms of ancestry. Citizenship is never quite enough, but if one com-
pensates by praising, the lack of ethnic belonging can potentially be
compensated.

This interpretation is supported by Wikan’s condemnation of ‘passports
of convenience’ (beleilighetspass) in other parts of the book: “My opinion is
that one is not Norwegian in fact, only in name, if one has a Norwegian
passport, but distances oneself from fundamental Norwegian values and
does not learn Norwegian” (Selv mener jeg at man ikke er norsk i gavnet, bare
i navnet, hvis man har norsk pass, men tar avstand fra grunnleggende norske
verdier og ikke lærer norsk. Da blir man en beleilighetsborger som nyter godt av
norsk velferd og ikke lærer norsk) (Wikan 1995: 177-185). In order to be
accepted, it seems as if ‘immigrants’ need to act in ways which make majo-
rity Norwegians perceive them as both loyal and proud to be Norwegian
(1995: 177-185; 1999: 61). The majority is thus constituted as imagined
sameness in its power to set the rules, take part in the play, and act as jud-
ges as well. 

One might also ask if it is not implicitly demanded that ‘immigrants’
should be particularly grateful for having been allowed to enter Norway and
to have «benefited from Norwegian possibilities, such as freedom and mate-
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old missionary paternalism in new clothes” (translated from the Norwegian). 

24 It can be argued, however, that in certain situations praise is expected from natives too, especially
when well-known people are representing Norway abroad. One example is the vehement public cri-
ticism of the famous sports star Lasse Kjus, after he had said «I hate Norway» in an interview publi-
shed in English: Another example is the MP Jon Alvheim, who on an official trip to Cuba praised
the Cuban health services for being better than similar ones in Norway. In the debates that followed
in the Norwegian mass media, it became very clear that this was not appreciated.



rial welfare»25. This interpretation is supported by the fact that Wikan seve-
ral places in her book categorises ‘immigrants’ (including asylum seekers and
refugees) as “guests who arrive uninvited (uinnbudt) on their own initiative”
(1995: 178). The metaphor of a host-guest relationship is often applied in
Norway (Gullestad 1996, 1997b: 53), as well as in other European coun-
tries26. Within this image the relationship between the Norwegian majority
and the ‘immigrants’ is like a host receiving foreign guests in his home. As a
metaphor the guest may seem both neutral and self-evident. But even if the
image is well-intended, it is not without consequences for the distribution
of power. A host has the right to control the resources of the home, to decide
on the rules of the visit, and, accordingly, to ‘put the foot down’ when the
guest does not conform. A guest, on his side has to be grateful for the hos-
pitality received by not provoking the host by calling attention to his own
difference from the host (Hervik 2000). 

If the guest does not adapt to the rules of the host, he might soon be
reclassified as an intruder (inntrenger). Wikan choice of words when she
emphasises that the ‘immigrants’ arrive uninvited (uinnbudt) is particularly
revealing of underlying frames of interpretation. The notion of uninvited
guests (ubudne gjester) is in the Norwegian language only used about bur-
glary. The uninvited guest is a criminal stealing into somebody’s property
with bad intentions. In neutral contexts one rather talks about ‘unexpected
guests’ than about ‘uninvited guests’. When an uninvited guest stays on, one
might expect that he easily becomes not only an ‘intruder’, but ‘enemy’ and
‘occupier’ as well. These very different categories therefor belong together in
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25 While writing these pages, this theme was brought to the front pages of the evening edition of
the Oslo newspaper Aftenposten (15. june: pages 1, 6-7). The leader of a resource senter for children
with parents from Pakiatan, Aslam Ahsan, had written a public letter to ‘criminal immigrant youth’,
saying, among other things, You ought to thank the Norwegian people who have build up this society
in very respectful ways. Instead you use your valuable time and resources to fight disrespectfully those
who serve you everything on a silver plate. The day after his utterances were hotly contested by other
‘immigrant’ representatives, demonstrating that ‘immigrants position themselves differently in rela-
tion to hegemonic ideas. 

26 Wikan refers to a newspaper article by anthropologist Inger-Lise Lien (1993), as well as to Zyg-
munt Bauman’s (1991) book Modernity and Ambivalence. Nevertheless, he primarily discusses the
category of the stranger (1991: 53-81), and the power of the natives in social encounters. Peter Her-
vik (2000) has made an interesting analysis of the host – guest metaphor as a ‘figured world’ for majo-
rity-minority relations in Denmark. The French philosopher, Jacques Derrida (in Derrida and
Dufourmantelle 1997) has discussed extensively the notion of ‘hospitalité’. Nevertheless he uses the
words visiteurs inopinés as a contrast to visiteurs invités (Derrida in Derrida og Dufourmantelle 1997:
73). Derrida uses the notion to describe the visitors when they are arriving. These metaphors can be
problematic in at least two ways. First they can legitimate setting boundaries against newcomers.
Second, they can be used in ways which freeze the immigrant as a stranger, also after citizenship.



a series. The degree to which the progressive enmity of the series is expe-
rienced as self-evident can be tied to the central position of the home as
experiential grounding and metaphor for the nation (Gullestad 1997b). The
home as a metaphor establishes sharp boundaries between the nation (the
home) and the outside world (the foreign guests).

Wikan argues against giving ‘immigrants’ economic support without
expecting anything in return. At the same time she uses categories which
construct the relationship between ‘host society’ and ‘guests’ as a hierarchi-
cal relationship with the ‘immigrant at the receiving end. Within the egali-
tarian logic of imagined sameness the relationship between a giver and a
receiver is a hierarchical one. The principle ‘from everybody according to
means, and to everybody according to need’ has been central in the deve-
lopment of the Norwegian welfare state. Each should be deserving of the
benefits received. The elderly and the sick should be assisted, while those
who are healthy should help themselves. This idea was thus not new when
it was first applied to the immigration debate27. However, when this argu-
ment is used about ‘immigrants’ one often ignores that many immigrants
have filled a vacancy in the labour market, that they pay their taxes, and that
other Norwegians benefit from their services.

It is also interesting that Wikan attaches importance to the fact that the
parents have chosen to come to Norway. The ability to choose is central to
modernity. But in Wikan’s text choice seems to signify yet another dimen-
sion of being excluded from the innate quality of ethnic belonging: “We”
who have not chosen Norway apparently have a more organic and primor-
dial relationship to the country and its culture. While discussing the ‘inte-
gration’ of Moslems, the contrasting ‘we’ is discursively constructed as
imagined sameness based on kinship. 

To some degree I of course agree with Wikan: In order to practise the
political rights of citizenship, citizens need to know the Norwegian language
and other basic forms of knowledge. But this does not necessarily entail to
be completely ‘like us’ in all respects. The important questions are thus what
it means to be ‘like us’ and how much ‘like us’ one needs to be in order for

428

27 Those who first used this argument in relation to immigrants were the leader of the extreme right
(Fremskrittspartiet), Carl I Hagen, and the labour politician, Rune Gerhardsen (see Gerhardsen
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democratic processes to work well. According to Wikan, if ‘they’ do not
become ‘like us’, they had better return ‘home’. ‘Moslems’ thus belong
somewhere else. This point of view reflects, as do many contributions to the
‘immigration debate’, what Liisa Malkki (1995) calls ‘the national order of
things’. Within an ethnic-national interpretative framework, ‘Moslems’ in
Norway often represent something extrinsic and strange, and not something
internal and essential in relation to ‘us’. They are ‘a matter out of place’
(Douglas 1966). The interpretation of ‘immigrants’ as a treat to the purity
of national sameness allows ‘Norwegians’ to continue imagining this very
sameness. 

Large sections of the Norwegian majority now turn to similar ideas and
images, intensifying ethnic national identity and the ambiguous production
of differences and calls to sameness. This is part of the reason why Wikans
interventions have enjoyed considerable political influence28. Within the
egalitarian logic, power differences are concealed by being regarded as given.
At the outset, ‘Moslems’ are construed emphatically as ‘other’ (but homoge-
neous in their difference). They are accused of being different by means of
strong demands for sameness. Thus the imagining of ‘us’ is as an undivided
majority strengthened by an invisible fence against ‘them’.

The hate for ‘Pakistanis’ expressed by an extremist 

While the first two examples were voiced by persons belonging to the
educated elite, I shall now present an example of the line of argument used
by some political extremists in Norway29. The aim is to put the previous
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I have gone public with just such a critique, voiced it through the media (newspapers, television,
radio), public talks and lectures, and through my book Mot en ny norsk underklasse (Towards a new
Norwegian underclass, 1995a). I believe I have played some part in making the government change its
course (Wikan 1999: 59). For a Norwegian academic, she is unusually forthright and explicit in ack-
nowledging her own power. Together with Ottar Brox (1991) and Inger-Lise Lien (1996), among
others, Wikan has been a central figure in the change of immigration debates in Norway since the
beginning of the 1990s. The ideas they have voiced are concerned with revealing some of the more
problematic aspects of immigrants’ ways of life in Norway, and to criticise the Norwegian govern-
ment for being “too generous” (snillisme). Similar tendencies have been manifest throughout many
other countries in Western Europe (Hervik 1999).

29 The groups of political extremists in Norway are small. Their ideologies and practices have been
studied by Bjørgo (1997, 1998) and Fangen (1998).



examples into focus by comparing them with something which is markedly
different. The following quotation is taken from a copy of a letter which the
author claims that he has sent to a Pakistani-Norwegian Labour Party poli-
tician named Rubina Rana. In 1999, she chaired the Oslo committee res-
ponsible for organising the Constitutional Day celebrations on the 17th of
May. The letter30 states the sender’s views on the relationship between ‘Nor-
wegians’ and ‘Pakistanis’:

The 17th of May is the day when Norway when we celebrate our liberty, the day
when we express the love of our country.

Most of us associate Pakistanis with people who have as their aim a long-term
occupation of Norway through their rapidly growing numbers for thereby slowly
to transform Norway into a Moslem state.

This is the precise opposite of liberty.

You are doubtless proud to have come one step closer to this goal.

Nothing is worse than having a Pakistani in the 17th May procession.

You have so little contact with ordinary Norwegians that you have not yet unders-
tood that Pakistanis have become a despised and unwelcome group in Norway
and that you are ‘frozen out’ here in Norway. The most obvious sign of this is that
the last thing a Norwegian would do is to give a Pakistani a job. This is the reac-
tion of the Norwegian people to the manner in which you are acting.

It may be of interest for you to have a description of how the vast majority of Nor-
wegians regard Pakistanis and why we do not want you here.

The relationship between us broke down from the first day of your arrival. Later
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celebrations in Oslo. The copy of the letter that I received is two pages long, whereof only the first
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material. The accompanying letter to me, on the other hand, is signed with full name and address. I
know nothing about the letter-writer’s social background, but the formal style of address in both let-
ters (he uses the formal De instead of the currently common du) suggests that he is over 60 years old.



it became increasingly worse. The most important reason for this is that you have
little ability or desire to adapt yourselves to our country.

It is clear and evident to every Norwegian, and it has also been stated clearly and
precisely from the Pakistani side, that you are proceeding to develop a Pakistani
state on Norwegian soil and to isolate yourselves from most of that which is Nor-
wegian.

We will not submit to this self-righteous attitude within our small but close-knit
Norwegian family. We love our country too much for that.

This letter is totally different from the other examples. Because of its irre-
concilable tone, the ‘fences’ it erects toward ‘Pakistanis’ are explicit and visi-
ble, not implicit and invisible.

At the same time, and this is my contention here, the uncompromising
opinions in his letter are based on similar doxic forms of imagined sameness
as the previous moderate and well-meant examples. He formulates old fears
in Western Europe of being swamped by barbarians, in his case conceived as
‘Pakistanis’. The word ‘occupied’ contains for many Norwegians a reference
to the Nazi occupation during World War II. At the same time the ‘occu-
pant’ can be seen as a perversion of the guest. As mentioned earlier, the guest
who does not conform to the expectations of the host may be perceived as
‘intruders’ and occupants’. His fear of a transformation of Norway into a
Moslem state plays on rhetorically strong themes in Norway of sovereignty
and self-determination31. In addition, it implicitly points to the importance
of Christianity as a contrast to Islam in the imagining of ‘us’. 

Like Unni Wikan, the extremist bases his views on a preconstructed
dichotomy between ‘Norwegians’ and, in his case, ‘Pakistanis’. This dicho-
tomy appears to be a matter of course. It is also as a matter of course that
this is ‘our’ country, and that ‘we’ can determine that ‘we do not want you
here. This is the ‘natural’ prerogative of a host. Similarly, Wikan considered
Moslems as uninvited guests. While the significance of symbolic kinship was
just assumed in Wikans text, here it is explicit (‘our small, close-knit
family’). The ‘family’ metaphor renders natural the imagining of the ethnic
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nation and its power in relation to the minorities. In the Norwegian lan-
guage the word family (familie) means both kinship and the group of peo-
ple living together in a home. By his choice of words ( ‘small and close-knit’)
the extremist plays on both meanings, and particularly on the home. In
addition, the term ‘small’ plays upon the Norwegian self-understanding as a
small nation. By emphasising Norwegian smallness on a global basis, the
extremist maintains the right to exercise majority power within Norway. 

Both Unni Wikan and the extremist emphasise that many other Norwe-
gians share their viewpoints. He certainly expresses this on a stronger note:
While she refers to ‘so many Norwegians’, he speaks about ‘the large majo-
rity of us’, ‘the Norwegian people’, and even ‘every Norwegian’. In both
cases it is the Moslems/Pakistanis alone who bear the blame for the percei-
ved problems. Wikan does not consider the occurrence of discrimination,
but the extremist mentions material which, more than suggests that discri-
mination and harassment are actually practised by some (‘despised and
undesirable group’, ‘frozen out’, ‘ the last thing a Norwegian would do is to
give a Pakistani a job’).

Both Unni Wikan and the extremist employ moral arguments with a cer-
tain fervour. Their imagined sameness is of a moral kind. ‘We’ who have
“built the ‘culture’”, as well as ‘our small but close-knit family’ who ‘will not
submit to this self-righteous attitude’, is conceived as a moral community.
The boundary between ‘immigrants’ / ‘Pakistanis’ / ‘Moslems’, on the one
hand, and ‘Norwegians’, on the other is above all a distinction which cons-
titutes ‘us’ as a moral community by means of imagined sameness. Instead
of seeing similarities between Moslem and Christian in terms of variants of
fundamentalism and secularism, both implicitly assume that the Christian
religion is an important dimension of the imagined sameness of ‘us’. His-
tory, ancestry, religion and morality are intertwined in complex ways. 

Both texts thus employ many of the same underlying ideas, but there are
also important differences. Among other things, while Unni Wikan
demands that ‘Moslems’ become ‘Norwegian’, the extremist assumes that
they never will or can be such. The extremist has no faith in ‘Pakistani’
desire or ability to adapt whatsoever, while Wikan demonstrates in all her
endeavours that she believes that it is possible to convince ‘Moslems’ that
they must pay that price she considers they should pay. 
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Rubina Rana’s reflections

In a number of interviews in the press, labour party politician Rubina Rana
reflected on the threatening letters she received before May 17th 1999, and on
her situation as a Moslem in Norway. Among other things she has stated that
she does regard the violent threats as being directed towards her personally, but
rather to immigrants as a group (Aftenposten 8th May, 1999: 45). The following
comprises selected extracts from the interviews prior to May 17th 1999: 

Anyone who dares to stand out, risks that type of threat which I have received. I
have been afraid, but I must defend people’s right to express themselves. (...) It is
not so easy in Norway when one comes from an immigrant background. Such let-
ters that I have received only contribute to make the matters worse. I could have
wished that Norwegians had been a bit more open towards us. (...). Do not expect
that we shall be Norwegian the moment we arrive at Gardermoen. It took me
more than 20 years before I was ready to dress in a bunad (the Norwegian natio-
nal dress). (Dagbladet, 9. may 1999: 9).

(She came to Norway with her husband in 1978, and became a Norwegian citizen
four years ago).

Not to achieve anything, but because I felt within me that I had now a sense of
belonging to Norway. I had become Norwegian. But then I had lived here for 18
years. My husband has been a Norwegian citizen for many years, my children
were Norwegian – the time was ripe.

(...)

I have found my own rhythm after all these years in Norway. It suits me and the
Norwegian society, I believe. Even though I have been resourceful, it has not been
easy for me. Integration is a difficult process. By moving to Norway I have also
lost much. Among other things I miss my family. But on the other hand I have
gained new insights. It has been enriching.

(...)

I came from Pakistan with university degrees in statistics and psychology. This
turned out to be of no value here in Norway. (...) One is judged by how one
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expresses oneself. And I did not have the language. (...) A new language has to be
learnt and used in order that one can acquire a vocabulary which allows refine-
ment of expression.

(...)

... Integration implies to traverse a wide field. It is a balance between two cul-
tures. One must be prepared to know the new society, while at the same time not
forsaking all that one was born and grew up with. It is not easy for anybody
(Aftenposten 8. Mai 1999: 45).

The following passages are taken from an interview after the Children’s
Procession on May 17th:

This has been a happy day. It was particularly warming when people called to me
‘Rubina’ as I walked with the children in the procession. I felt like every one was
looking at me as a person, not just as an immigrant woman.

(...)

Journalist: You speak about a colourful community on Norway’s national day, in
front of the Royal Palace. Were you not worried that this might be felt to be pro-
vocative?

First, let me say that it was a great honour for me to chair the committee responsible
for National Day celebrations in Oslo. This was a double honour, as I am an immi-
grant. And I would add that I am pleased to have started a debate on integration. These
processes are not simple, and it can be good for children of immigrants to see a person
with their skin colour at the head of the procession. (Aftenposten 18. May 1999: 3).

One year later, the 17. May 2000, Rubina Rana was interviewed by public tele-
vision in Norway (NRK1). She then emphasised that she had grown in the pro-
cess, she had become “more Norwegian” during the celebration of 17. May the
year before, “this most Norwegian days of all days”. “I did not have historical ties
to Henrik Wergeland [the poet who is attributed with staring the celebration of
this day to celebrate the constitution] and Norway, but now I have developed
such ties.” She also said that she is “proud to be an inhabitant of Oslo”, and that
she “loves Oslo” (NRK1, 17. May 2000). 
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Rubina Rana is one of many Norwegians with an immigrant background
who exemplifies that social realities are not well understood by means of a
simple discursive division between ‘Norwegians’ and ‘immigrants’. Alt-
hough not without ambiguity, the celebration of the national day has over
the years become an occasion for the symbolic inclusion of ‘immigrants’ in
the Norwegian nation (Blehr 2000). Still, the interview reveals some of the
pain of seldom being able to participate inconspicuously, but often being
treated as a representative for a category. The pleasure of being ‘a person and
not an immigrant woman’ in the procession implies that in other situations
she is first and foremost regarded as an ‘immigrant woman’, with all the con-
notations of this term. According to current widespread gender stereotypes,
immigrant women are seen as passive victims of male aggression. It is even
reasonable to say that immigrant women are at the senter for popular cons-
tructions of difference in Norway at the moment, articulated in heated
debates about arranged marriages. Like the woman in the first example in
this article, Rubina Rana conducts a struggle in order to be recognised as a
unique and competent citizen. 

In her diplomatic way Rubina Rana reveals some of the reasons why she
has been able to advance in Norwegian society. She points to the difficulties
of integration (‘not easy’) simultaneous to praising what is Norwegian (‘an
enrichment’). She demonstrates that the immigrant desiring confidence and
responsibility in Norway must be more positive than other Norwegians,
with a more unquestioned ownership to ‘basic Norwegian values’. She must
also show greater understanding than others for racist declarations. This is
nevertheless a mild plea in the interview, suggesting the existence of fences
with closed gates (‘I could have wished that Norwegians were somewhat
more open towards us’). It is also interesting that Rubina Rana explicitly
mentions the term ‘skin colour’, implying that Pakistani immigrants and
their children are subjected to racialised discrimination. It is only against
this background that ‘it can be good for children of immigrants to see that
someone with their own skin colour is at the head of the procession’.

For me, the most disturbing in working with these texts was when I dis-
covered the racialised nationalism in the journalist’s question on the 17th of
May (“You speak about a colourful community on Norway’s national day,
in front of the Royal Palace. Were you not worried that this might be felt to
be provocative?”). Her very question legitimised the extremist view that
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‘coloured’ Norwegians do not have a place in the ‘white’ nation, and that the
King of Norway is not really the king of all citizens. My unease was not first
and foremost to discover that the journalist employed such ideas. The most
disturbing was that I had myself overlooked this aspect when I read the
interview the first times. Ethnic nationalism with racial implications seems
inevitable, also for a native anthropologist who has set herself the task of
examining underlying doxic themes.

‘Decency’ and ‘dregs’

Large sections of the Norwegian political and cultural elite now discursi-
vely limit xenofobia and racism in Norway to an imagined part of the popu-
lation which in the media and among the very same elite is characterised by
metaphors such as the ‘undercurrents’ (understrømmene) and ‘the dregs of
the depths of the popular masses’ (grumset i folkedypet). In order to exem-
plify this, I here present a quote from a book written by Kadafi Zaman
(1999):

In the time to come Islam must be debated even more than today, not in terms
of history, but in terms of the situation in present-day Norway. We have to relate
to the Norwegian Muslim, not to the fundamentalist in Teheran. The dregs in
the Progressive party, who barely know their own history, are not qualified to par-
ticipate in such a debate. Their interpretation is only for the closed room, not for
the general public. No, it is the learned people, the writers, the politicians, the

artists, the musicians and the performers who must start building bridges. Xenop-
hobia has now become hatred, even among those who conduct and lay the pre-
mises for the public debates. Therefore one has to start with this elite, this is the
only way to obtain a decent dialogue, a way of communicating which is based on
knowledge, not rumours and lies (Zaman 1999: 95-96). 

Zaman writes as a Muslim with parents who once immigrated to Nor-
way from Pakistan, as a labour party politician, as a democrat, as an inte-
llectual, and as a genuine Norwegian national. As a labour party politician
he wishes that the ‘dregs’ is limited to the Progressive party. This party has
been demonised in Norwegian debates, a demonisation which has made it
possible for politicians in other parties not to admit the xenophobia and
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racism in their own parties. and not least the labour party. As a democrat
Zaman wants more public debate. As an intellectual he has faith in ‘learned
people, writers, artists, musicians and performers’. I agree that these groups
are important. How could it be otherwise, given my own location in Nor-
wegian society! At the same time I want to emphasise that the problems are
both more extensive and deeper than just distancing oneself from explicitly
xenophobic utterances. Both the elite and common people are caught in
webs of signification limiting what can be thought, said and done. 

The quotation from Zamans book is thus typical for the line of thought
of many Norwegian elite persons. It is organised around a contrast between
the ‘dregs’ in the Progressive party and a ‘decent dialogue’. Other partici-
pants in public debates also use the similar expressions. The words ‘dregs’
and ‘decency’ implicitly carry two different models of social life, the one hie-
rarchical, the other a little more egalitarian. In order to identify these two
models, one needs to take into account the twin notions to which ‘dregs’
and ‘decency’ are opposed: ‘dregs’ is linked to clarity, and decency is linked
to indecency. The word ‘dregs’ is implied in an elitist model of social life.
One is invited to see society as a container filled with liquid. Close to the
bottom are ‘dregs’, people with misgivings and hate. The word is associated
with bunnavfall og berme, something worthless, impure and superfluous
which should not be there. Close to the surface one finds people with clear
thoughts, knowledge and the ability to build bridges and conduct dialogues.
By constructing mental boundaries between ‘dregs’ and clarity, and between
‘the depths of the people’ and the elite, the use of this metaphor takes away
elite responsibility for discrimination, exploitation and exclusion. Discrimi-
nation is safely placed in the ‘dregs’ from which one explicitly distances one-
self. This social model makes it possible for elite people to avoid reflecting
about their own frames of interpretation.

The word ‘decency’ (anstendighet) implicitly conveys a somewhat diffe-
rent image of what goes on. The opposite of decency is indecency. In Nor-
wegian discourses these two words are often associated with sexual morals,
and suggest the existence of an overwhelming desire which needs to be
tamed. When the word ‘decency’ is used about the ‘immigration debates’,
elite people in principle have the same feelings as ‘the depths of the people’,
they only tame their feelings a little better, and provide, so to speak, a facade,
in order for the feelings to be less harmful. Sometimes this is coupled with
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the idea that over the generations raw feelings and manners are polished into
something more refined. The contrast between ‘decency’ and ‘indecency’
allows for the existence of fundamental similarities across social groups hol-
ding different political opinions and class positions. Concerning sexuality,
desire is the common denominator. Within the ‘immigration debates’, I
have in this article attempted to demonstrate, that the similarity consists of
some underlying frames of interpretation. 

Closing note

The five examples presented in this article do of course not represent the
full discursive universe of Norwegian public debates32. Still, I want to main-
tain that the analysis of the utterances I have presented from widely diffe-
rent experiences and points of view can be used to outline a common
horizon of understanding among majority Norwegians. With a term from
poststructuralist literary criticism, one might speak of a certain intertextua-
lity between the examples. My most important argument is thus that
underlying the opinions, intentions and emotions formulated by sections of
the well meaning elite are categories and ideas which in many ways are simi-
lar to those underlying hate and harassment. They can be summarised in the
following points: The ideal of imagined sameness (equality conceived as
sameness) often implies that external differences are created in order to fos-
ter internal likeness, unity and loyalty. Strong demands for ‘integration’ thus
usually occur on the basis of a discursive exclusion. The presence of ‘immi-
grants’ make it discursively possible for ‘Norwegians’ to construct the cate-
gory of ‘us’ without specifying it. ‘Immigrants’ with very different origins,
competence and experiences are often homogenised and categorised as alike
because of their perceived difference from ‘Norwegians’. Both ‘Norwegians’
and ‘immigrants’ are thus homogenised by means of the discursive practices
of imagined sameness. Invisible (and sometimes visible) fences against
‘immigrants’ are constructed as categorical differences concealing an unack-
nowledged power relationship. Most often majority persons determine
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immigration from the same analytical perspective. For example I have teased out some of the natio-
nalist assumptions of Thomas Hylland Eriksen when he writes about nationalism in Norway (Gul-
lestad 1998). The polarisation among the elite can be regarded as different positionings in relation to
both the polarisation of social classes, and to the new public roles of scholarship in the mass media.. 



where, when and how these categorical differences shall be relevant. ‘Inte-
gration’ is defined from a majority point of view, often as a demand for
sameness. The discursive exclusion strengthens and legitimises an ethnic
definition of Norwegian nationality in terms of generalised kinship. The
analysis of the categorisation of ‘immigrants as ‘guests’, ‘intruders’, and
‘occupants’ makes visible some problematic aspects of using the home as a
metaphor for the nation. ‘‘They’ are often criticised without much corres-
ponding consideration of ‘our’ ability and willingness to reflect critically
upon our own prejudices. ‘We’ (‘Norwegians’), are thus considered hierar-
chically as superior to ‘them’ (‘Moslems’, ‘Pakistanis’, ‘our new countrymen
from other cultures’). Because it is often considered humiliating to call other
people as ‘weak’ or ‘marginalised’, such power differences are often played
down. However, overlooking a structural power relation in the name of lik-
het normally implies a further strengthening of marginalizing processes33.

It is as though an outsider must be created, in order for the internal same-
ness, unity and sense of belonging to be created and confirmed. This goes
for every day interactions as well as for the formation of the nation, as an
imagined community (Anderson 1983). Many people feel that the national
community is threatened because of a tremendous variation of life styles. For
example, the idea that all Norwegians eat their dinner at five o’clock, and
watch the same public television news at seven, under considerable pressure.
In order to reinforce inner sameness and belonging, one often finds diffe-
rences and gives them a decisive significance. What is found is of course
never plucked out of thin air. Usually one works on and transforms well
developed traditions and habits of thought, and may be grounded in every-
day life experiences. ‘Race’ is present as a silent dimension which is often
thematized by its denial. Since Norway was never a colonial power, the ima-
ges and categories developed by sailors and missionaries seem to be particu-
larly important for how immigrants coming from the South are now
perceived. In addition, habits of thought in relation to various internal
others are still at work, even if explicit policies and the official rhetoric have
changed considerably. In Norway one could mention the Sami (formerly
called Lapps), the Romani (tatere), the Rom (gypsies), the Finns (kvæner and
skogfinner), the Jews, the communists, the homosexuals and others. Until
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cially the case in the so-called post-modern variant: There is a tendency to regard cultural differences
as a result of pre-existing units, and thus to neglect to examine how such conflicts between ‘us’ and
‘others’ are created (Gupta and Ferguson 1992).



recently, the ruling elites regarded these groups as being in need for a civili-
sing mission. Now, the previously excluded have become included34, but
some images and ideas still live on in transformed ways in relation to the
new ‘intruders’. 

To what extent and in what ways does the reinforced ethnic nationalism
in Norway articulate with ideologies of racism? It is outside the scope of this
paper to answer that question, but a few ideas might be suggested35. As for-
mulated by the French sociologist Michel Wieviorka (1995), focussing on
ethnicity frequently implies that ‘race’ unobtrusively slips in through the
back door. And, I want to add, it usually also implies that social class and
gender slips out of focus. According to Louis Dumont (1970, 1985, 1986,
1987), one of the structural conditions for racism is that social life is ‘egali-
tarian’. This assumption, states Etienne Balibar (1991: 49), cannot be abs-
tracted from the modern national state. There is thus not necessarily an
opposition between racism and nationalism. They have a common histori-
cal origin and formal characteristics which may simultaneously overlap and
contrast (Miles 1993: 53-79). In contemporary Norwegian debates, the
focus on ancestry often provides an overlapping common ground concer-
ning signifying practices and ideologies36. It is precisely the focus on ancestry
and culture which impose the strongest invisible fence for the acceptance of
«immigrants» as unmarked citizens who «belong» in Norway. People in Nor-
way are not colour blind, but they are often not fully aware of their raciali-
sed ways of defining who belongs and who does not belong. There is
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34 The Sami have obtained the official status by the state as ‘indigenous people’, while the Rom, the
Romani, the Finns and the Jews are given the official status as ‘national minorities’. The status derives
from their length of stay in Norway. The difficult question of how to classify double or multiple iden-
tities is not addressed. 

35 I discuss this articulation in Gullestad forthcoming.

36 Robert Miles defines racialization the following way: ‘A process of delineation of group bounda-
ries and of allocation of persons within these boundaries by primary reference to (supposedly) inhe-
rent and/or biological (usually phenotypical) characteristics.’ (Miles 1989: 74) (...) ’ I therefore
employ the concept of racialisation to refer to those instances where social relations between people
have been structured by the signification of human biological characteristics in such a way as to define
and construct differentiated social collectivities.’ (Miles 1989: 75) (...) ’In sum, I use the concept of
racialisation to refer to a dialectical process by which meaning is attributed to particular biological
features of human beings, as a result of which individuals may be assigned to a general category of
persons which reproduces itself biologically.’ (Miles 1989: 76). Racism is defined in this way: ‘The
distinguishing content of racism as an ideology is, first its signification of some biological characte-
ristic(s) as the criterion by which a collectivity may be identified. (...) Second, the group so identified
must be attributed with additional, negatively evaluated characteristics and/or must be represented as
inducing negative consequences for any other. Those characteristics may be either biological or cul-
tural’ (Miles 1989: 79).



therefore a certain innocence to debates and practices. Even the most well
meaning and well educated majority person may exercise micro-power and
act in ways that confirms stereotypes without really knowing. 

Norwegian nationalism has since its beginnings in the nineteenth cen-
tury been a mixture of democratic and constitutional-patriotic trends on the
one hand, and ethnic nationalism tied to origin on the other (Slagstad 1998,
Sørensen1998). Since the analysis I have undertaken in this paper illustrates
the strength of the ethnic motive now prevalent, there is reason to empha-
sise the political aspects of citizenship, of constitutional-patriotism in
Habermas’ (1992, 1996) sense or political citizenship in the French repu-
blican sense (Schnapper 1994), as a counterbalancing motive. Important
theoretical and political questions concern the degree to which a democra-
tic society needs the type of ‘cement’ which ethnically defined nationalism
offers, or whether it is possible to live together more or less as ‘different’. Do
citizens need to look at themselves as ‘one people’, or is it sufficient to see
themselves as obligated to a set of common institutions and procedures?
Does one need to embrace the same cultural values and historic memory in
order to exercise the same political rights? Is it possible to incorporate the
experiences of new groups into established forms of national belonging?
There is no easy answer to these and similar questions which are currently
extensively discussed in political philosophy (for example Gutman 1994,
Habermas 1992, Kymlicka and Norman 1994, Young 1990, Rawls 1971,
Taylor 1992)37.

In order to open up for new interpretations, I want to stress here that the
objectification of the new meanings of the category of the innvandrer is a
recent phenomenon, which can thus potentially be transformed and
undone. Significant discrepancies exist between categorical dichotomiza-
tions, on the one hand, and everyday life encounters, on the other. In recent
research many interesting examples of syncretistic meaning making in
multi-ethnic contexts can be found, especially concerning children and
young people (two Norwegian examples are Lidén 1999, Vestel 2000). At
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37 The debates about the creation of an European identity is interesting in this respect. For example,
Habermas (1992) argues that European unity cannot be based on the shared traditions, cultures and
languages that characterise nation states. Instead, European citizenship should be based on shared
principles of justice and democracy. Taylor and others argue that such a basis for unity is not enough.
Even the models of constitutional patriotism, France and the US, exhibit the double nature of natio-
nal belonging in that they also emphasise common cultural traditions, language and ethnic myths.



the same time as the discursive dichotomies between ‘Norwegians’ and
‘immigrants’ now appear to be rigid and fixed, new spaces for reflection thus
continuously open up.

In the episode between the Indian-Norwegian woman and the professor
referred to in the beginning of this article, her anger can be analysed as a
form of resistance to his hegemonic labelling of her as an ‘immigrant’. Hege-
mony is thus contested, both in everyday life encounters, and in public dis-
course38. The anger induced him to turn the incident into a story. Without
the anger there would have been nothing to tell, or at least a very different
story. The professor’s surprise and uneasiness in front of the woman’s anger
demonstrate a destabilisation of the self-evident, and a space for new kinds
of reflection. The hope for finding good compromises in the future lies first,
in the articulation of resistance, second, in the many good intentions, and
third, in the mere passage of time. 

442

38 The voices of Norwegian inhabitants with an immigrant background are more and more making
themselves felt in public discourse, see for example Ali 1997, Hussain 1986, Karim 1997, Kumar
1996 and Zaman 1999.
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