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Abstract This article introduces the perspective of postmigration as a way 
of rethinking integration in societies shaped by migration. Rather than 
positioning migrants as outsiders who need to adapt to society, 
postmigration understands migration-related plurality as constitutive of 
society and shifts attention to acceptance, participation, and equal 
opportunities for everyone. Drawing on research1 presented in the book 
‘Academia and Cultural Production in Sweden: Postmigrant 
Trajectories, Alliances, and Negotiations’ (transcript Publishing, 2026), the 
article demonstrates the analytical value of this perspective by looking at 
the use of Swedish and English in academia as a highly internationalised 
professional field. It discusses shifting linguistic positionings that cannot be 
reduced to a migrant-native binary. Practices of collegial support and 
translanguaging illustrate how linguistic differences may be negotiated 
pragmatically to enable participation. The article argues that postmigration 
illuminates how differences acquire, lose, or regain significance in specific 
situations and how participation is continuously negotiated across 
migration-related differences. 

 
ON (NOT) SPEAKING SWEDISH 

More than two decades ago, together with some 
ten other employees of Malmö University,2 I 
attended a course for prospective doctoral 
supervisors. It included lectures in Swedish, English, 
and “Scandinavian”, as one lecturer dubbed the 
language he used when speaking his native 
Norwegian while incorporating as many Swedish 
words as he could. I had not yet been promoted to 
Associate Professor, but I took it for granted that my 
many years of professional experience in Croatia, 
together with my forthcoming publications, would 
eventually qualify me to act as a principal doctoral 
supervisor. Having lived in Sweden for a couple of 
years, I could largely understand Swedish. My 
professional life, however, was conducted entirely 
in English, and my employment contract contained 
no mention of language requirements. 

During one of the intensive course days, I walked 
to a restaurant for lunch with some of the other 
course participants. While I was speaking English 

 
 

with one of them, another participant walking 
alongside us, an older woman from another faculty 
whom I had never spoken to, interrupted us to tell 
me: “You should speak Swedish, you are never 
going to come into the society otherwise!” Was it 
well meant, or was it rude? Was it uttered out of 
concern, or was it an instance of linguistic 
discrimination?3 I was astonished to be warned 
about “coming into society” when I was already 
embedded in multiple local relationships and 
contexts: as a researcher, colleague, university 
teacher, and trade union member, as well as a wife, 
parent, and neighbour. 

I cannot claim that the utterance was a blunt 
assertion of power, that of a native instructing, or 
rather warning, an immigrant to behave ‘properly’. 
However, there was clearly a clash between self-
positioning and ascribed positioning: between my 
sense of being embedded in the various contexts of 
my daily life and work, and the positioning of me as 
an outsider who should seek entry into ‘society’.4  

The utterance resonated with the understanding 
of migrants being outside of society and therefore 
in need of integration.5 It stems from an 
understanding of society as consisting of non-
others, as something primordially self-similar and 
confronted from outside with others. As explained 
by Willem Schinkel, the effect of this has been that 
difference has not been regarded as constitutive of 
the social, but solely as jeopardizing it.6  

Such understandings of integration and society 
have been critiqued, and varied modes of belonging 
and self-understanding have been promoted in 
research.7 This article highlights the perspective of 
postmigration as a new way of understanding 
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integration in societies of immigration. Naika 
Foroutan8 explained that, instead of measuring 
indicators for structural, social, cultural and—as 
termed by Foroutan—“identificative” integration, 
acceptance, participation and equal chances in 
society are alternative ways of describing 
integration. However, from the perspective of 
postmigration, as explained in more detail below, 
questions of acceptance, participation, and equal 
opportunities concern the entire population, not 
only migrants. Treating the ascription of ‘migrant’ as 
the single most important marker of difference in 
increasingly heterogeneous societies risks 
obscuring structural, social, and cultural inequalities 
that affect people regardless of whether or not they 
have themselves migrated.9  
 
WHAT IS SIGNIFICANT FOR THE PERSPECTIVE OF 
POSTMIGRATION? 

The ‘post’ in postmigration signals neither an end 
to migration, nor the irrelevance of differences or 
possible challenges related to migration. Rather, it 
signals a shift in perspective: migration is 
understood as a historical constant that drives 
broader societal transformation and is therefore 
not regarded as inherently disruptive or 
exceptional.10 As past and ongoing mobilities 
continue to shape the present, migration and 
migrants are seen as integral to society, while the 
plurality associated with migration remains subject 
to negotiation. 

Migration-related plurality encompasses a range 
of experiences, histories, and heritages (of 
languages, names, appearances, cultural 
expressions). It also encompasses diverse 
educational trajectories, ranging from education 
and skills acquired elsewhere and recognised in 
Sweden, as in my own example from academia to 
the difficulties many refugees face in meeting the 
educational demands of the contemporary Swedish 
labour market. Yet people’s manifold positionalities, 
as colleagues, teachers, parents, and neighbours, 
among others, intersect with age, gender, place of 
residence and work, class, education, and 
employment status and cannot be reduced to the 

single category of ‘migrant’. A simple migrant-native 
dichotomy is therefore insufficient for grasping the 
migration-related plurality in present-day Sweden. 

The phrase “coming into the society” from the 
introductory vignette makes little sense when 
referring to people who are already part of it. The 
issue is rather whether and how they are accepted 
despite differences in skills and cultural 
preferences; whether and how they are able to 
participate regardless of where their former 
experiences or work, education, and family have 
been grounded; and whether they are offered equal 
opportunities in the various fields in which they 
seek to participate. As noted above, from the 
perspective of postmigration, these questions 
concern the entire population, not only migrants.  

The phrase “coming into the society” is rarely 
applied to people regarded as natives, and certainly 
not to natives as a group. Yet, everyone needs to 
adapt to the changes in a society, in this context, to 
the presence of and interactions with colleagues, 
neighbours, and fellow citizens who were born and 
raised in other countries. At the same time, 
vernacular understandings of who counts as a 
‘native’ often exclude persons who were born and 
educated in Sweden but are nevertheless racialised 
or othered, for example because of their names. 

The acknowledgement of migration-related 
demographic changes and, consequently, of who is 
considered to be “in” the society, is also reflected in 
statistical categorisations. Under the earlier 
definition, persons born in Sweden with one parent 
born abroad were categorised as having a ‘foreign 
background’; with the revised classification 
introduced in 2002, they came to be categorised as 
having a ‘Swedish background’.11 However, 
alongside those born abroad, the category ‘foreign 
background’ also includes persons born in Sweden 
to two parents born abroad. Yet, they too, are not 
from elsewhere and do not need to “come into” the 
society into which they were born. The issue is 
instead whether they have equal opportunities to 
participate and whether disadvantages associated 
with their parents’ socio-economic positioning are 
reproduced across generations, not least as a legacy 
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of particular histories of post-WWII labour and 
refugee immigration to Sweden.  

According to recent statistics, 20.8 per cent of 
Sweden’s population was born outside of Sweden, 
6.8 per cent was born in the country to two parents 
born abroad, and 8.0 per cent had one parent who 
was born outside of Sweden.12 Across European 
countries of immigration, growing numbers of 
people born to parents who migrated are 
increasingly confronted with the clash between 
their self-understanding and the otherness ascribed 
to them. They demand equal opportunities and 
representation, and these demands find expression 
in political and cultural struggles.13  

The lens of postmigration does not reveal utopian 
harmony and consensus in multiracial and 
multiethnic contexts. On the contrary, it highlights 
the negotiations and struggles that migration-
related plurality entails. In other words, it brings 
into focus struggles over acceptance and 
recognition, participation and representation 
among people with different heritages, whom the 
lens of postmigration shows as constitutive of a 
changed and continuously changing society. 

Writing about contemporary Sweden, Signe 
Askersjö sees the concept of postmigration as 
useful for confronting the “lack of language” to 
address the Swedish reality, where migration has 
become commonplace, yet politicians refuse to 
acknowledge it.14 We could say that the 2002 
change in the statistical definition of who is, and 
who is not, considered to have a ‘foreign 
background’ in Sweden indicates a move towards 
recognising Swedish society as postmigrant.  

Nevertheless, the commonness of migration 
provides no shield against ascriptions of difference 
that lead to othering, and have consequences in 
everyday, educational, or professional contexts. 
These consequences can be summarised as 
positioning people lower in social hierarchies (of 
who is considered desirable as a friend, who is 
expected to perform well in school, who is deemed 
worthy of being invited for a job interview, and so 
on). At the same time, many people who migrated 
to Sweden experience acceptance and participate 

on equal terms in a variety of contexts alongside 
friends, colleagues, and neighbours who have not 
migrated. 

Furthermore, new social encounters and working 
constellations, not the least in the internationalised 
academic workplaces, may bring new aspects of 
difference into the picture, requiring everyone 
involved, regardless of whether they have migrated 
themselves, have parents who migrated, or have no 
personal or family history of migration, to 
accommodate them. The lens of postmigration 
seeks to capture precisely these dynamics and to 
understand which differences matter in a given 
situation, to whom, when, and why.  

Ethnographic studies conducted in workplaces 
with multiethnic staff exemplify that engagements 
with difference are not fixed but fluid, situational, 
and continuously negotiated, often with humility 
and humour.15 The following example, which 
connects to the story from the beginning of this 
article, looks at academia through the lens of 
postmigration. 

 
ZOOMING IN ON THE SWEDISH ACADEMIA  

Internationalisation brought about grand-scale 
changes of ethnic diversity of academic staff in 
Swedish academia. In 2024, 41 per cent of all 
research and teaching staff were either born 
abroad or born in Sweden to two foreign-born 
parents, with the proportion ranging from 16 to 76 
per cent across staff categories.16 It was highest 
among career-development (non-permanent) 
positions where it surged from 31 per cent in 2008 
to 76 per cent in 2024. Around 31 per cent of 
professors active in 2024 were foreign-born, while 
they accounted for only 19 per cent in 2008.17  

Swedish academia was one professional field 
under scrutiny in our research project18 devoted to 
professional trajectories of academic staff 
statistically categorised as foreign-born (migrants 
and children to two migrants) who made it to the 
positions of professional authority. However, 
research participants included also individuals who 
have no personal or family-related experience of 
migration but have met, worked with, and 
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developed relations with people who do. We asked 
the initial participants to identify individuals who 
had played a key role in providing advice and 
support, whom we conceptualised as allies. Some of 
them were born abroad, while others were born in 
Sweden to Swedish parents. 

Based on interview material, we examined how 
institutionally framed relations among colleagues 
across diverse heritages, skills, and perspectives are 
narrated as factors in professional recognition and 
establishment. We were interested in how our 
research participants make sense of their own 
professional achievements as well as of the 
migration-related changes of their workplaces and 
their disciplinary fields.  

Employing the perspective of postmigration, we 
tried to understand which differences (concerning 
own or parental migration, intersected with 
disciplinary field, gender, age, time of arrival to 
Sweden, own or parental country of origin, and 
parents’ level of education) mattered to whom, 
under which circumstances, and why they may 
appear, disappear, or reappear as significant. By 
placing migration-related plurality and its 
negotiations at the centre of research attention, the 
project ‘migrantised’ research on Swedish academia 
and ‘demigrantised’ research on migration-related 
plurality within it.19  

Through our research participants’ stories of 
mentorship, collegiality, friendship, and 
gatekeeping, we gained insights into the alliances 
academics often forge across gender, class, ethnic, 
and generational differences, which influence 
recognition and advancement.20 While the existent 
research21 focuses, to a great extent, on various 
forms and structures of discrimination, the lens of 
postmigration allowed us to foreground the 
simultaneity of discriminatory hierarchies and 
changes toward equal opportunities and merit-
based status, visibility, and influence. The matters of 
language use proved to be of special importance in 
this regard. They revealed that ever-changing 
constellations of difference in todays’ Swedish 
academia bring about situations and relations in 

which migration-related plurality does not imply 
predestined positionings. 

 
BACK TO THE LANGUAGE USE 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s work, we conceptualised 
language not only as a medium of institutional 
communication, but also as a power resource 
through which individuals pursue their own 
interests, display their practical competence, and 
may build alliances. Examining the tensions 
surrounding the use of Swedish and English in an 
increasingly internationalised academic landscape, 
we discussed language as capital central to 
symbolic struggles and shifting positionings.22  

The ongoing internationalisation has made 
English a crucial part of working in Swedish 
academia. Between 2019 and 2023, 94 per cent of 
all doctoral theses and research articles produced 
at Swedish universities were written in English. 
Nearly all research output in natural sciences and 
technology was in English, while it amounted to 70 
per cent in the humanities in the same period. 
English was the language of instruction in 20 per 
cent of bachelor’s courses and 58 per cent of 
master’s courses at Swedish universities.23  

Nonetheless, only 12 per cent of academics 
occupying formal leadership/management 
positions are foreign-born, with a quarter of those 
coming from other Nordic countries. The perceived 
lack of proficiency in Swedish (or other Nordic 
languages)24 has been identified by both the 
Ministry of Education and Research and our 
research participants as a major explanation for the 
striking underrepresentation of foreign-born 
academics in administrative leadership positions.25 
Moreover, research has linked language policies to 
university employees’ limited sense of being 
involved in both formal and informal processes, 
including decision-making and even simple access 
to information.26 Swedish universities’ language 
policies are decentralised and largely vary, but 
overall prescribe which language, mostly either 
Swedish or English, should be used for different 
functions. While Swedish is the official language of 
public institutions in Sweden, including universities, 
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prescribing the use of one language appears to be 
at odds with the intense internationalisation of 
academia. In contrast, university language policies 
that prioritise successful communication rather 
than specific languages may foster a sense of 
inclusion and enhance opportunities for academics 
with limited proficiency in Swedish to participate in 
administrative bodies and take on decision-making 
roles.27  

Our research has shown that the insistence on 
the exclusive use of Swedish that makes equal 
participation of some migrants among the staff in 
departmental meetings impossible, had been 
framed as resistance to the neoliberalism 
characterised by internationalisation. On the other 
hand, the perspective of postmigration helped us 
elucidate that it is not only migrants who may feel 
excluded by the universities’ language policies or by 
language use practices at particular departments. 
The expectation that English be used in everyday 
interactions with colleagues and students alike may 
disadvantage non-native speakers who are not 
comfortable using it. A sense of ‘feeling at home’ in 
an academic environment may thus be challenged 
by linguistic insecurity among people statistically 
classified as having a ‘Swedish background’ just as 
much as among those classified as having a ‘foreign 
background’. 

Our material revealed that positions of high 
status in academia need to be negotiated when it 
comes to everyday workplace communication. It is 
not only institutional power hierarchies that stand 
and fall through fluency—or the lack thereof—in a 
particular language: personal wellbeing and the 
assessment of one’s own academic excellence are 
also at stake. Hence, a binary distinction between 
privilege and marginalisation fails to capture the full 
complexity of our interviewees’ experiences, 
regardless of their native language. In spite of being 
established academics, all our interviewees have 
found it necessary to make different kinds of efforts 
in their daily negotiations of inclusion and 
recognition. These negotiations in turn depend on 
the institutional context of faculties and 
departments in intersection with the fields these 

academics work in. They also depend on collegial 
support. One of our interviewees, a native speaker 
of Swedish, recalled translating his doctoral 
student’s thesis from Swedish into English, as the 
student had migrated to Sweden from a country 
where the standard of English-language education 
was relatively low. Another interviewee, herself a 
migrant, described receiving help from her doctoral 
student in polishing texts she had written in 
Swedish. 

On the other hand, translanguaging is common in 
informal communication in lunchrooms and in 
meetings in departments with significant numbers 
of staff who have migrated. This practice of using 
different languages at the same time is the way 
people draw on their entire linguistic repertoire, 
rather than treating the languages they know as 
separate systems that must be used one at a time. 
For example, Swedish-speaking colleagues in the 
lunchroom may switch to English when a newly 
employed colleague from abroad joins them at the 
table. Someone searching for a precise expression 
in English or in Swedish may receive ad hoc help 
from a colleague with a stronger command of the 
language. Swedish words are inserted in English 
conversations due to the difficulty of quickly finding 
English terms for specific Swedish phenomena, 
including, e.g., the names of administrative units 
and documents. At a meeting conducted primarily 
in Swedish, some participants may contribute in 
English.  

In sum, translanguaging recognises differences in 
language skills and preferences without 
hierarchising them in a fixed or prescribed manner. 
It is an example of “innovative social praxis”28 that 
prioritises effective communication and thereby 
enhances participation on equal terms.  

The perspective of postmigration enabled us to 
highlight that negotiations around language use, 
and the practices than enable successful 
communication and participation, concern not only 
people who have migrated but everyone in the field. 
Perhaps that is why the female attendee of the 
course mentioned in the introductory vignette felt 
compelled to ‘remind’ me of the primacy of her 
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native language? My use of English in informal 
communication foreshadowed changes in a field in 
which, two decades later, such exchanges have 
become an everyday matter at many departments 
in Sweden.  
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