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ABSTRACT 

_______________________________________________________  
  

  

ABSTRACT  This thesis takes a particular interest in the determination of state 
granted protection needs amongst male asylum seekers in Sweden. 
Using a mixed research method consisting of textual analysis on official 
documents by the Swedish Migration Agency (SMA) and semi-
structured interviews with SMA officials, along with a feminist post-
colonial theoretical framework, this thesis scrutinizes the relationship 
between masculinity, migration, and vulnerability. The research 
questions (RQ) seek to identify, describe, and analyze the values 
involved in the utterance (or lack thereof) of gender, vulnerability, and 
masculinity at the SMA and to discuss the impact these discourses may 
have on the determination of men’s specific vulnerabilities. The thesis 
finds that asylum officials, gender coordinators, gender equality experts 
and educators at the SMA lack satisfactory understanding of male 
asylum-seekers vulnerabilities. The results indicate that SMA 
discourses about men as ‘non-gendered’-, ‘capable’-, ‘opportunistic’-, 
‘protecting’-, and/or ‘oppressive’-subjects might negatively impact 
these men’s perceived belonging in the protection category. By 
discussing how the masculinity discourses listed above risk marginalize 
migrant men, this thesis identifies and displays the inadequately 
recognized vulnerabilities that seem to characterize the nexus of 
masculinity, migration, and marginalization at the SMA.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

_______________________________________________________  

  

PROBLEM STATEMENT  

Women’s particular vulnerability in the migration and asylum process has been extensively 

documented in academic research (see for example Lazaridis 2001; Ferris 2007; Marrujo 2009; 

Miller et al 2007). While such research has brought forward important knowledge regarding the 

distinct risks that women face during refuge, we still know fairly little about men’s specific 

vulnerability during this process. In fact, narratives of men as ‘victims’ are extraordinary rare in 

both public and academic debates on migration (Burcar, 2014, 113; Haywood & Johansson, 2017, 

2). Rather, male migrants leaving the Global South have increasingly been constructed as threats to 

the public order, cultural identity, and stability of labor markets in the Global North (see Huysmans, 

2000, 752; DeKeseredy & Dragiewicz, 2011, 486; Ibrahim 2005; Trimikliniotis, 2014, 74). In such 

discourses1, ethnic minority men are often seen as potential terrorists, security threats and violent 

criminals (El Tayeb, 2008, 651, 660; Andersson, 2014, 2). This strong association between racialized 

migrant men and suspicion has tended to marginalize their experiences of being exposed to risks 

(Herz, 2017, 42, 36; Howson, 2006, 61). This thesis therefore takes a particular interest in asylum 

officials’ understanding of men’s vulnerability as they seek state grated protection in Sweden.   

           Building on Eule, Borrelli, Lindberg, and Wyss (2019), this thesis focuses on strategic 

and creative use of the law by street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky 1980) within the migration regime. 

Their work demonstrates how state agents justify their decisions based on migrants perceived 

‘deservingness’ rather than on justice, fairness and objectivity (Eule et al 2019b, 188). These 

‘deservingness categories’ are, in turn, based on racialized and gendered stereotypes linked to 

credibility, perceived vulnerability and politeness (Eule et al 2019b, 216; Eule 2014b, 133). 

Institutional settings and the power dynamics among actors thus shape legal practices (Eule et al 

2019e, 59) and result in an inconsistent use of the law amongst migration agents (Eule et al 2019e, 

62). Although the majority of asylum seekers are men (Griffiths 2015, 468; Wojnicka 2019, 286), 

male claimants seem to have a smaller success rate than women in the asylum procedures (Mascini 

& van Bochove 2009, 112). For many men, civilians or soldiers, suffering remains taboo, and they 

 
1 Discourses “constrains what is thought of at all, what is thought of as possible, and what is thought of as the ‘natural 

thing’ to do in a given situation” (Neumann 2008, 62). Common amongst different approaches to discourse analysis is 
the perception that language is involved in creating and altering meaning (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 1). Such analysis 
aims to conduct critical research which examines power relations in society and a mutual recognition of links between 
knowledge and social process and action (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 2ff).  
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have largely been silent about their experiences of vulnerability and personal trauma during war 

(Allsopp 2018, 3). With the assumption that men typically are less vulnerable than women, state 

practices tend to deprioritize men in need of support (Wyss 2018, 121f). Failure to take into account 

the role of masculinity is suggested to lead to ineffective care and ability to address the suffering 

(Winnett, Furman & Enterline, 2012, 323).   

 

OBJECTIVE  

Taking the asylum investigation and determination process in Sweden as the point of departure, 

the essential aim of this thesis is to scrutinize the masculinity, migration and marginality nexus – a 

relationship that is so far largely undertheorized (Haywood & Johansson, 2017, 9; Archer, 2003, 

79). This study will therefore contribute to the growing body of masculinity research that seeks to 

render inadequately recognized vulnerabilities visible. To challenge traditional gender2 stereotypes 

of racialized men as threatening is to include them in the category of protection. Consequently, this 

thesis will examine the authority responsible for determining protection-based migration, namely 

the Swedish Migration Agency (SMA) and zoom in on one of the gatekeepers of state borders – 

asylum officers. This thesis has both descriptive (RQ1) and analytical (RQ2 and RQ3) elements 

that are unpacked using a mixed research method (Small 2011) consisting of textual analysis on 

SMA official documents and semi-structured interviews with street-level bureaucrats, mid-level 

officials, legal experts, and managers as well as gender coordinators, educators, and experts at the 

SMA. Inherent in the RQ’s is the assumption that language has material effects in society. The 

RQ’s thus seek to identify, describe, and analyze the values involved in the utterance (or lack 

thereof) of gender, vulnerability, and masculinity at the SMA and to display the impact these 

discourses may have on social practices, such as the evaluation and determination of protection 

needs amongst asylum seeking men.   

 

 

 

 
2 In feminist theory, sex and gender are separated into the biological (female, male) and the social (feminine, masculine) 
(Freedman 2001, 24). Aware that such distinction excludes many people, this thesis does not seek to exclude other 
genders or gender identifications. Rather it uses this definition to understand how gender has been used to naturalize, 
sustain, and justify global relations of domination which has resulted in a complex web of inequalities between and 
among the sexes (Marchand & Sisson, 2011, 11, 17). The man or woman is understood as biological; it is the behavior 
or attributes that are associated with manliness and femininity that is created in the social or society (Freedman 2001, 
25). Inherent in this perspective is the notion that biology does not determine the social (Connell 2000, 27), instead, 
gender is both constructed and maintained through everyday actions and discourse (McDowell 2003, 22).  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

1. How is the notion of gender described in the Swedish Migration Agency’s official documents 

and by Swedish Migration Agency officials?  

2. How is the relationship between migration, masculinity and vulnerability articulated by 

Swedish Migration Agency officials?   

3. What potential consequences does the Swedish Migration Agency’s articulations on the 

migration, masculinity and vulnerability nexus have for the determination of state 

protection claims made by men?  

  

DELIMITATIONS  

Sweden is a particularly interesting site for this investigation because it is idealized as one of the 

most gender-equal, modern, and secure places in the world (Ericson, 2018, 95; Hearn et al, 2012, 

46) – a ‘Swedish exceptionalism’ (Schierup & Ålund 2011). Although the most desirable results 

might emerge from interviewing more asylum decision-makers, due to practical issues, this thesis 

is based on statements from a range of different actors who work or have worked the SMA during 

the period of 2014-2021. Notably, this thesis does not seek to downplay the experiences women 

have during displacement or to disregard the particular vulnerabilities that refugee and migrant 

women endure. Rather, it aspires to add and build on already established knowledge in feminist 

research.   

 

DISPOSITION  

This thesis includes 10 chapters. Chapter 2 conveys a global perspective on the issues at hand and 

provides an overview over asylum legislation and its implementation in Sweden. Gender 

mainstreaming at the SMA is also explained. Chapter 3 introduces scholarship on gender and 

migration, before reflecting on the dominant notion of male migrants as threat. I outline the, still 

limited, academic effort to study vulnerable masculinities and finish with presenting meaningful 

findings about the ad hoc nature of migration law enforcement. The next section, Chapter 4, 

theorizes migrant masculinities and vulnerabilities by the intersecting concepts of gender and race. 

In chapter 5, I motivate this thesis’s usage of a mixed method consisting of discourse analysis on 

textual analysis on official documents and semi-structured interviews with street-level bureaucrats. 

My positionality and reflexivity as a researcher is discussed, ethical as well as reliability and validity 

aspects are also considered. The first analytical chapter, Chapter 6, unpacks what values are placed 
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in the utterances of gender in official texts and interviews - thus mainly responding to the first RQ. 

Chapter 7 and 8 are tasked with answering RQ2, hence Chapter 7 describes and analyzes what I 

read as the five dominant masculinity discourses of migrant men at the SMA. Chapter 8 

concentrates on different notions of vulnerabilities identified in the official’s statements and SMA 

official documents.  In chapter 9, I discuss and analyze how the relationship between gender, 

masculinities, and vulnerabilities and if such discourses seem to influence the practical actions of 

SMA officers in decision-making. Finally, in Chapter 10, findings of this study are summarized and 

discussed.   
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 CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND  

_______________________________________________________   

This chapter starts with a brief motivation to this thesis’ relevance to global studies. The following 

section provides a background over asylum law, policy, and process in Sweden and addresses how 

state officials verify the refugee criteria. The final section presents gender mainstreaming at the 

SMA.  

  

RELEVANCE TO GLOBAL STUDIES  

Sociologist Stephen Castles defines globalization as “flows across borders” (Castles 2004, 211), and 

cross border migration – which constitute the key interest in this thesis – is one of the most 

contested forms of globalization (Bonfati, 2013, 372).   

Migration processes are profoundly gendered phenomena (Donaldson, Hibbins, 

Howson & Pease, 2009). The construction of racialized bodies (in this case: refugees) as a gendered 

threat that requires control is not a new phenomenon in history. Rather, it derives from ‘colonial 

modernity’ – and forms a central piece in the racial story of liberalism (Moffette & Vadasaria, 2016, 

292). Such ‘othering’ practices (Said 2000) can be traced back to how Arab people in the 19th century 

were depicted as ‘others’ against the Western identity (Grassiani, 2015, 373). The racialized male 

‘other’ is dichotomously produced in a binary relation to racialized female ‘other’ through 

traditional discourses demanding the West to free Oriental women (Said, 2000, 43-44; Marchand 

& Sisson, 2011, 18), bringing about ideas that: “white men are saving the brown women from 

brown men” (Spivak 2010, 48). In the context of migration, this has also been found to impact 

decisions over asylum, as:  

Officials may offer protection to women […] more often because they are seen as 

victims of a dominating patriarchal culture in the country of origin. Granting residence 

permits to victims of patriarchal domination would offer Western powers the 

opportunity to express their moral superiority in relation to the underdeveloped South. 

(Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 118).  

For this reason, the “juridico-political orderings of power formed under colonial modernity” 

(Moffette & Vadasaria, 2016, 291) are necessary to include in the analysis. Not only does this thesis 

seek to make visible such power dynamic and its operation in the determination of protection 

claims amongst male refugees, but it also positions itself next to Das’ (2004, 225) skepticism 

towards the notion of a rational Western State inherent in the Occident versus Orient paradigm.   
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ASYLUM LAW, POLICY AND PROCESS IN SWEDEN  

The international refugee law is the jurisdiction that regulates the status and rights of displaced 

people (UNHCR 2017). It is primary built on the 1951 convention concerning the legal status of 

refugees and the state obligation to protect. Although seeking and enjoying asylum from persecution 

is a human right (see Article 14) (UN 1968; Regeringskansliet 2011), each country has a sovereign 

right to decide on what basis residence permits are approved. Foreigners seeking the Swedish state’s 

protection apply for asylum at the SMA, where agents process, evaluate and determine the 

protection right of the claimant. In conducting this work, the Swedish asylum agents are governed 

by several legal documents, laws, guidelines, legislations, and regulations; mainly the Swedish Aliens 

Act (SAA) (2005:716), the 1951 Refugee Convention, EU-legislation, the Dublin regulation, 

guidelines, legal precedents, and annual regulations letters from the elected politicians in the 

Swedish government. Chapter 4 1 § in the SAA specifies the definition of a refugee as a foreigner 

who:  

is outside the country of which the foreigner is a national, because he or she has a well-

founded fear of persecution on the grounds of race, nationality, religious or political 

conception or based on sex, sexual orientation or other affiliation with a particular 

social group, [and] cannot, or because of its fear does not want to, take advantage of 

the protection of this country.  

The determination of asylum claims is thus based on the criteria of “well-founded fear” which 

entails one objective and one subjective element (UNHCR). The fear should be understood as a 

state of mind and a subjectively perceived circumstance which must objectively comply with the 

information available on the conditions in the country of persecution. It is the applicant’s 

responsibility to prove that the criterion for the pleaded protection is fulfilled. The migrant must 

therefore make probable that they have a well-founded fear of persecution (or other criteria for 

residence permit such as alternative need of protection) (Andersson et al 2018, 243ff). The SAA 

holds that every risk assessment should be made through a comprehensive, clear, and legally secure 

process. The decision-maker is obligated to estimate the subjective fear of the claimant along with 

probability of future persecution as well as the conditions in the country of departure (Griffiths 

2015, 471). Therefore, “refugee decisions tend to revolve around appraisals of an asylum seeker’s 

truthfulness or ‘credibility’” (ibid.).   

  

GENDER MAINSTREAMING AT THE SWEDISH MIGRATION AGENCY  

Since 1994, the Swedish government have used ‘Gender mainstreaming’ (GM) as its main strategy 

for achieving their gender equality policy objectives (The Swedish Government, 2020). This policy 
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aims to make men and women equal in their power to shape both society and their own lives. 

According to the few public available documents3 on the subject matter, the GM is performed 

through operational plans, staff education and internal comparative investigations (SMA 2018a, 2) 

executed by the quality unit at SMA and guided by a gender equality expert. The overarching 

objective with this work is to achieve the following:  

• “Women and men who apply for a permit from the SMA receive equal treatment, treatment and 

service.”  

• “The SMA contributes to counteracting mens violence against women and honor-related  

violence.”  

• “The SMAs activities are permeated by a gender equality perspective.”  

The SMA aims to integrate gender mainstreaming into method development, ordinary work, quality 

measurements, asylum evaluations, government, and follow-up. The main purpose should be that 

all applicants receive a highly legally secure and individual evaluation regardless of their sex. 

Although the GM have been operating since 2015, the strategic work on gender and LGBTQ issues 

have been undertaken by the SMA since 2012 (ibid.5). A ‘GenderQuality’ (SMA 2014b) project has 

also been conducted in connection to the GM, along with a system analysis called Improvement 

Lab that mapped out the basic understanding of gender equality in the operational area (SMA 

2015b).  

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

   

  

 
3 Read more in Chapter 5 under ’Textual Sources’.   
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CHAPTER 3: PREVIOUS LITERATURE  

_______________________________________________________   

This chapter introduces gender and migration scholarship before zooming in on two major debates 

in the scientific research relating to the topic of this thesis. First, the dominating dichotomic 

relationship between perceptions of male migrants ‘as risk’ or ‘at risk’ is discussed. Second, an 

introduction to studies about discretionary practices at migration offices is laid out.  

  

GENDER AND MIGRATION  

The original architecture of the refugee regime has been criticized for being based on cisgender, 

heterosexual male migrant experience (Huijsmans 2014, 333; Turner 2019b, 596), and traditional 

migration research has implicitly constructed ‘the migrant’ as a man (Huijsmans 2014, 335). Indeed, 

the historical roots of the refugee convention derives from the concept of the political refugee who 

during the cold war primary consisted of men (Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 112f). Presumptions 

that women would be especially disadvantaged by the initial definition (ibid.) has, as in other fields, 

amounted to comprehensive focus on reducing the invisibility of women (as noted by Charsley & 

Wray 2015, 403 and Wyss 2018, 121f). Consequently, women’s issues are at the core of the majority 

of migration scholarship on gender (Wojnicka 2019, 283; Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 112). This 

is extraordinarily clear particularly in relation to migrant safety, where issues seem to exclusively center 

around female experiences (Huijsmans 2014, 333) who (along with children) (Turner 2019, 596) 

are deemed the most vulnerable4 (Turner 2019a, 7; Kneebone 2005, 10). For instance, the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) have since the early 1990s placed ‘refugee 

women’ as a policy priority (Freedman 2010, 589; Johnson 2011).   

It has been established that refugees tend to be portrayed as either voiceless helpless  

victims (Mannik 2012; Malkki 1996) or as dangerous security threats (Moffette & Vadasaria 2016; 

Bigo 2002, 63). These gendered and racialized fantasies are birthed out of patriarchy (Butler, 2005, 

147) and colonialism (Mohanty, 1984, 351) and are considered social constructions by many 

(Marchand & Sisson, 2011, 37; Kothari, 2006, 4). Both among NGO advocates and in political 

conceptualization, ‘genuine’ refugees seem to be portrayed as passive, law-abiding, and vulnerable 

(Griffiths 2015, 468). In fact, Mannik (2012, 263f) and Malkki (1996, 378ff), places suffering as central 

to the category, or image, of a refugee. People who do not correspond with this image (through 

looks and/or behaviors) have been denied claims to victimhood (ibid.). Because of the discursive 

 
4  This thesis has considered the problems associated with disproportionally using words such as ‘victims’ and 

‘vulnerable’ when discussing refugees, and concluded that the such usage is needed for the purpose of this study.  
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association between vulnerability and women (Jaji 2009), women are easier read as victims rather 

than perpetrators of war and thus as more ‘true’ refugees (Allsopp 2018, 2).  

 

MEN AS OR AT RISK   

The predominated focus on the universality of men has served to exploring them as ‘non-gendered’ 

subjects (Hibbins & Pease 2009, 5; Walter, Bourgois & Loinaz 2004, 127). Granting that men have 

been over-researched as normative migrants (Wojnicka & Pustułka 2017, 89), the male experience 

is in fact vastly understudied as a separate research theme (Charsley & Wray 2015, 403; Wyss 2018, 

121f; Wojnicka 2019, 283). Especially rare is academic research that focuses on refugee men 

(Turner 2019a, 7; Suerbaum 2018, 666; Ye 2014), and their experiences of hardship and 

vulnerability (Allsopp 2018, 2; Huijsmans 2014, 346). A significant turning point came in 2009 

when the Migrant Men: Critical Studies of Masculinities and the Migration Experience (Donaldson et al., 

2009) book was published in which an attempt was made to bridge research on migration and men 

using the perspective of critical masculinities studies (hereafter CMS). Representations of 

vulnerable refugee men now occur amongst research within for instance humanitarianism (see 

Olivius 2016; Johnson 2011; Turner 2019a, 2019b). In her work reflecting humanitarian workers 

framings of refugees, Olivius (2016) found male refugees to be framed as perpetrators of 

discrimination and violence, emasculated troublemakers, and powerful gatekeepers.   

  

MEN AS RISK 

However, much of the current academic discussions on men in migration concentrate on the 

perceived security risks refugee/migrant men pose (Day, 2006, 570; Albrego et al., 2017, 695; 

Scheibelhofer, 2014, 185; Archer, 2003, 81; Haywood & Johansson, 2017, 9). Indeed, in recent 

years, a growing body of literature have explored migration as an anticipated security threat 

(Huysmans 2000; Ibrahim 2005) and argued that race (Moffette & Vadasaria, 2016) and gender are 

intersected (Marchand & Sisson 2011, 170; Chouliaraki 2017) in legitimizing this process of 

‘securitization’ (Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde 1998).  Especially in the aftermath of the attacks on 

9/11, non-white male migrants have been depicted as potential security threats in countries of 

arrival (Marchand & Sisson 2011, 170; Chouliaraki 2017). People appearing to be Muslims have 

experienced an increased suspicion of committing terrorism, violence, and other crimes (El- Tayeb, 

Haritaworn & Bacchetta, 2015, 774; Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013, 196). Consequently, through a 

‘paradigm of suspicion’ (Shamir 2005), many Muslims worldwide have become immobilized and 

criminalized through actions of ‘racial profiling’ (Jones & Johnson, 2016, 2).   
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The public debate has further centered around the opposition between ‘economic’  

and ‘real’ refugees (Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 119). In these discourses, the bogus asylum seeker 

figures, suspected of making unrightfully claims of protection, is generally imagined to be male 

(Griffiths 2015, 474) – and are at best opportunistic and at worse a threat to the country (Griffiths 

2015, 483). These negative connotations also include images of migrant men as uncivilized and 

dangerous men who not only break norms, but also the law (Wojnicka 2019, 286; Wojnicka & 

Pustułka 2017, 89). These men are stereotyped as religious, authoritarian, and illiberal or 

hypersexual (Griffiths 2015, 473). Consequently, this does not include them in positions of needing 

support (Herz, 2017, 38). For example, “there is a systemic assumption that male refused asylum 

seekers can cope with hardships that would not be the case for their female counterparts, such as 

destitution, detention, removal, and separation from families.” (Griffiths 2015, 474). Moreover, 

Johnson (2011, 1029f) noticed how humanitarian activities and asylum policies within the refugee 

regime relies on discourses of victimization of refugees, wherein ‘real’ or ‘genuine’ refugees are 

conceptualized as coerced vulnerable victims (Griffiths 2015, 471). In turn, this image stands in 

stark contrast to dominant forms of masculinity (ibid.).   

  

MEN AT RISK 

Research on marginalized migrant men have in a broad sense gained more attention over the years. 

To mention a few, see marginalized Chinese rural-urban migrants and their family arrangements 

(Lin 2017, 103ff), migrants’ vulnerabilities in their intimate relationships (Wyss 2018, 121), 

economic vulnerability amongst Muslim husbands in Denmark (Charsley & Liversage 2015, 503, 

490) asylum seeking men and boys suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and 

other mental illnesses (Bronstein, Montgomery & Dobrowolski 2012; Jakobsen, Demott & Heir 

2014; Thommessen, Corcoran & Todd 2015), skilled Chinese migrants in Australia (Hibbins 2005), 

immigrants and refugees in Canada experiencing racism and exploitation in the labor market 

(Austin & Este 2001, 213ff), migrants employed in the (feminized) care sector (Batnitzky, 

McDowell & Dyer 2009), Polish workers in European countries (Bell & Pustułka 2017, 127), 

unemployed Bangladeshi migrants in Singapore (Ye 2014), migrants disproportionally targeted by 

deportation in the U.S.  (Das Gupta 2014), vulnerable displaced/refugee men in Somalia and Kenya 

(El-Bushra & Gardner 2016, 451), migrant husbands in Canada left behind by their wifes (Walters 

2010), disability, illness and injuries amongst undocumented Latino laborers in the U.S. (Walter, 

Bourgois & Loinaz 2004), and various studies on negotiations and reconstructions of masculinities 

in light of economic and/or social change in host countries such as Denmark (Fuglsang Larsen & 

Qvotrup Jensen 2017), Mexico (Broughton 2008), Kenya (Jaji 2009), and Egypt (Suerbaum 2018). 
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This scholarship demonstrates how, in certain contexts, refugee/migrant men have difficulties 

embodying and performing masculine ideals such as protecting the family, breadwinning and status 

in the community (Turner 2019b, 599).   

While this scholarship is insightful, the literature, however, falls particularly short on  

men in the context of the asylum process and the determination of their asylum claims, yet two 

important exceptions are worth mentioning, namely Mascini and van Bochove (2009) and Griffiths 

(2015). Griffiths (2015, 468) was interested in how people “understand and negotiate their 

reconstruction from vulnerable would-be refugee to undeserving ‘bogus’ asylum seeker”. Mascini 

and van Bochove (2009) investigated the lower success rate amongst male asylum seekers in the 

Netherlands. Using a multinomial logistic regression on administrative data from the Dutch 

immigration service, they calculated the chance of a refugee application being denied or accepted 

and found gendered reasons for differenced success rates amongst asylum seekers (Mascini & van 

Bochove 2009, 112, 124). This was because men easier matched the category of a ‘bogus’ refugee 

while women more clearly fitted into to figure of defenseless victims of ‘patriarchal domination’ 

(Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 112, 120).  

  

STREET-LEVEL BUREAUCRATS  

This thesis positions itself within an emerging, but still small, body of literature on the illegibility of 

the migration regime (e.g., Borelli 2018b; 2018b; Eule 2018), and discretionary practices within 

migration offices (e.g., Amit & Kriger 2014; Alpes & Spire 2014). Such studies have been conducted 

in Africa (Amit & Kriger 2014), Asia (Das 2006), North America (Satzewich 2014), Europe (Borelli 

2018a; 2018b; Eule 2014), and indeed in Sweden (Borrelli 2018; Borrelli & Lindberg 2018; Eule, 

Borelli, Lindberg & Wyss 2019a). One of the more pervasive effort within this field is the 

ethnographic research by Eule, Borelli, Linberg and Wyss (2019a-f) who examine migration control 

at the border police, detention, migration agencies, deportation transportation in several European 

countries. They found: “a consistency of inconsistency: there is mess and imperfection everywhere. 

We found incomplete migration law enforcement and widespread pragmatism with regard to this 

fact.” (Eule et al 2019a, 10f). Such contradictory practices and policies are generated from the 

unpredictable and ad hoc nature of migration law enforcement – the ‘illegibility effect’ (Eule et al 

2019c, 159).   

           Eule (2018, 2014c, 2014a, 2019a, 2019b, 2019d, 2019f) has through broad 

ethnographic work found significant both internal and external variations in decision-making 

within the migration regime. Migration officials can produce legal outcomes that they can ‘live in 
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agreement with’ by tinkering with the law based on notions of ‘deservingness’ and their professional, 

ideological and moral values (Eule et al 2019b, 220). It was clear that actions and decision-making 

were shaped by personal judgement and opinions (Eule et al 2019b, 218, 220). This does not mean 

that officials necessarily act against the law, but that they choose whether there is room for discretion 

in decisions or not (Eule et al 2019d, 100-101). Additionally, when studying French consulate 

offices in Tunisia and Cameron, Alpes and Spire (2014, 263) found how applications and 

interpretations of legal regulations are influenced by a suspicion culture amongst street-level 

bureaucrats (Alpes & Spire 2014, 263). They construct different ideals of victimhood wherein both 

race and gender play a crucial role (Alpes & Spire 2014, 268).   

         In conclusion, this thesis departs from an understanding of vulnerability as a 

mechanism of asylum governance. The research above has shown how men generally are 

understood as non-gendered subjects, and how racialized migrant men in particular tend to be seen 

as dangerous security threats in the Global North. Against the background of arbitrary decisions 

in the migration regime, it becomes especially interesting to explore how SMA’s perception of men 

in the asylum process could relate to notions of vulnerability and ‘deservingness’.   
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CHAPTER 4: THEORIZING MEN AND MASCULINITIES 

_______________________________________________________  

This chapter captures the essence of the intersectional theoretical framework used for analyzing 

the SMA statements in official texts and by street-level bureaucrats. After the intersection of gender 

and race is spelled out, the field of critical masculinity studies will be presented followed by a 

discussion on the theorizing of male vulnerability.   

  

INTERSECTING GENDER AND RACE  

Patriarchy is a power structure that orders feminine subordination along with masculine domination 

(Antrobus, 2004; Staehli, Kofman & Peake 2004, 129; Tickner 1997, 624-625). Certain attributes 

have consequently been associated with the male respectively female body. People with male bodies 

should, in line with such associations, feature masculine attributes such as being aggressive, strong, 

hard, violent, analytic, rational, and active (Connell & Pearse 2015; Yuval-Davis 2000; Shepherd 

2006, 25-26; Stearns 2008, 166, 174; Enloe 2014, 33-34). Contrary, female bodies are supposed to 

be gentle, weak, soft, emotional, caring and passive (ibid.). Such discourses are deeply gendered but 

also highly racialized (Butler, 2005, 147; Kothari, 2006, 3). Colonialist and nationalist projects have 

been characterized by gendered depictions of the ‘other’ as backwards (or savage) in comparation 

with the West as a civilized modernity (Scheibelhofer 2012, 321), by “portrayals of enemy men 

either as sexual demons, bent on raping nationalist women, or as sexual eunuchs, incapable of 

manly virility” (Nagel 1998, 257).   

The origin of the intersectional perspective lies within an antiracist critique towards  

the excluding and hegemonic practices of ‘white’ feminism (ibid. 15). Western thinkers have 

produced the image of the ‘third world women’ by implicitly representing the self – Western women 

– as secular, modern, progressive, free, and educated while constructing her binary – third world 

women – as religious, tradition-bound, ignorant, family-oriented, domestic and uneducated 

(Mohanty 1984, 337, 352f). While white men have been affiliated with being the saviors, rescuers 

and protectors, racialized men represent violence, aggressivity and threat (Cudd & Andreasen, 2005, 

331; Gunnarsson, 2011, 24-25; MacKenzie, 2009, 206; Shepherd 2006, 25-26; Stearns 2008, 166, 

174). This leaves women as the vulnerable, oppressed victims (ibid.). The intersectional perspective 

posits that “it is the combination of gender, migration status, ethnicity, age, class, and other factors, 

operating often at a fine-grained level, which produces sites of particular disadvantage” (Charsley 

& Wray 2015, 403). It has been argued that one power structure cannot be understood fully without 

considering others (de los Reyes & Mulinari 2005, 10). This means that the combination of ‘white’ 
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and ‘women’ can hold a more powerful position than ‘non-white’ and ‘man’. The intersection of 

gender and race is fundamental for understanding how refugees are portrayed as nameless women 

and children in ‘masses of humanity’ (Johnson 2011, 1050), on the one hand, and on the other 

hand threats to society (Scheibelhofer 2017, 97).   

  

HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY  

Critical masculinity studies (CMS) emerged not as a critique of but as a complement to feminist 

studies on women. In an attempt to make visible the plurality of masculinities, R.W. Connell, 

developed an especially influential theory to masculinity studies, namely the concept of ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’ (Connell 1995). Made evident in the CMS literature is that multiple masculinities exist 

and can be identified across and within a given society or institution (Connell 2000, 23). Instead of 

seeing masculinity as a fixed consequence of male biology, Connell makes the argument that 

masculinities do change both historically and cross culturally (Connell 2000, 57). The relationships 

between different masculinities must also be explored (Connell 1995: 76). Hegemonic masculinity 

should be understood as “a way men position themselves through discursive practice” (Connell & 

Messerschmidt 2005, 842). While it is not necessarily the most comfortable or common position 

for men in everyday life (Howson, 2006, 60), all men must position themselves in relation to it 

(Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, 832).   

          The concept hegemonic masculinity is normative and refers to the most honored 

way of being a man in a specific place and time (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, 832). This 

masculinity is considered to dominate all other gender types in the contemporary western gender 

order because of how it is viewed as an ideal (Connell, 2000, 5, 10). The symbolical ideals of 

manhood include being autonomous, reliable, educated, successful, independent, tough, rational, 

courageous, and capable (Haywood & Johansson, 2017, 6; Donaldson, 1993, 644; Howson, 2006, 

60). The defining characteristics of hegemonic masculinity are invulnerability, strength, domination, 

aggressiveness, control, and competitiveness (Messerschmidt 2018, 59, 100; Cheng, 1999, 298). 

Hegemonic masculinity is additionally defined by highly honored characteristics including, but not 

limited to, heterosexuality, middleclass, and whiteness. There is an implicit assumption that 

hegemonic manhood consists of men with power, of power and/or in power (Haywood & 

Johansson, 2017, 6).  The power structure legitimizes not only unequal gender relations between 

masculinity and femininity, but also among masculinities (Messerschmidt, 2018; 2016). Messner 

(1997, 7) recognizes that although men generally enjoy institutional advantages at the expense of 

women, as a group they share this in a considerably unequal matter.   
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           The importance of this theory derives from that notion that if all men do not benefit 

from dominant masculine ideals, the hegemonic masculinity can be as oppressive for men who 

either fail to enact or reject those values, as it is for women (Cornwall 1997, 11). There are according 

to Connell four non-hegemonic masculinities that hegemonic masculinity is constructed in relation 

to, those being: ‘complicit’, ‘subordinate’, ‘marginalized’ and ‘protest’ (Messerschmidt 2018, 29; 

Connell, 1993 610; Messerschmidt 1993). The complicit masculinities are inhabited by the men 

who through everyday practices do not challenge the current order (Connell 1995, 79); they accept 

the patriarchal dividend and does not militantly defend it (Connell 2000, 30f).  The subordination 

of the feminine is the very basis of the gender order, and as such, subordinate masculinities tend 

to be equated with femininity (ibid. 78). Homosexual men are a prominent example of a 

subordinate masculinity (ibid). Marginalized masculinities are not internal to the gender order, as 

the subordinate and complicit form, but are constructed in the interplay with other power structures 

(ibid. 80). Men who are discriminated against based on race, age, ethnicity, or class are coded as 

marginalized masculinities (ibid.). The design of those masculinities is birthed out of othering 

processes associated with racialization (Christensen et al., 2017, 173; Howson, 2006, 65).  Baldwin 

(1963, 91) note that “the white man’s masculinity depends on the denial of the masculinity of blacks” 

and it has been argued that the advantage black men have as men is more than cancelled out by the 

subordination of their racial position (Staples 1982, 7). The fourth and final masculinity category is 

the protest form which actively opposes the patriarchy (Connell 2000). Generally, men are 

predominantly interpreted through hegemonic masculinity discourse as being the risk instead of 

being at risk (Herz, 2017, 35; Morokvasic-Muller, 2014, 169; Clowes, 2013, 14).  

 

VULNERABILITY, MIGRATION AND MASCULINITY  

Most literature that centers on ‘victimhood’ has focused on women (Stanko & Hobdell 1993, 400). 

Men are generally not explored as vulnerable subjects, but there is an ongoing development of 

more nuanced perspectives that allows further differentiation of men (Holter 1997, 130). For 

example, research of men as victims have been found in studies of violent crimes, muggings and 

assaults (Clowes 2013, 15; Burcar 2014, 113); poor health, early deaths, accidents and risk-taking 

(Smitmans 2015, 1; Holter 1997, 131; Connell 2003, 252) and poverty and racial discrimination 

(Taylor Gibbs & Merighi 1994, 64). One reason for the missing stories about crimes against men 

is believed to be their reluctance to exhibit vulnerability and to report ‘weakness’ (Stanko & Hobdell, 

1993, 400). The silence of male vulnerability may deepen further by the stigma associated with 

‘weakness’ as ‘unmanliness’ when men cannot live up to be the man in/with/of power (Charsley 

& Liversage, 2015, 504). When studying masculinities in the context of social work, Herz (2017, 
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36) discussed the difficulties men have of inhabiting a marginalized position when exposed to risks. 

Today, a number of scholars have examined the discursive relationship between masculinity and 

victimhood (see for example Bucrar & Åkerström, 2009, 37; Hern et al, 2012, 43). Sundaram et al 

(2004, 66) argues that “if men are expected to be masculine and thereby powerful, dominant, and 

in control, they cannot be discursively produced as victims” – which makes ‘victims’ and ‘men’ two 

culturally conflicting categories (Durfee, 2011, 317). This is a result of how victimization is 

associated with femininity of helplessness, vulnerability, passivity, and dependence (ibid., 331). In 

this sense, men experience the gender regime as stricter than women who are more allowed to be 

masculine (Holter, 2003, 114). This is true also for the refugee regime where men frequently have 

less space than women in acknowledging vulnerability – due to hegemonic notions of masculinity 

(Huijsmans 2014, 336).   

Turner (2019a, 1f) describes refugeehood as a ‘vulnerability contest’ wherein access  

to protection (resettlement, shelter, aid) is determined once state actors or humanitarian actors 

recognize refugees as ‘vulnerable’. She points out the possibility that these assumptions might result 

in male refugees’ vulnerabilities being ignored or their needs being overlooked (ibid.). In fact, the 

‘genuine’ refugee in policy terms stands in stark contrast to dominant forms of masculinity 

(Griffiths 2015, 468). Griffiths (2015, 371) further discusses the legal documents that guide the 

work of migrant officers as building models of the imagined ‘genuine’ refugee. These models 

include assumptions about applicants behavior and suffering – consequently, the decisions tend to 

be based on the assessment of the truthfulness or ‘credibility’ of the asylum seeker (ibid.). The 

vulnerability is later measured by the street-level bureaucrats (Ataç and Rosenberger 2019, 7) who 

are obligated to estimate the subjected fear and need for protection (Griffiths 2015, 471). Albeit 

male privilege in the construction of migration policy, men are not less vulnerable during migration 

(Huijsmans 2014, 333), and state practices have a tendency to deprioritize men in their need for 

support (Wyss 2018, 121f). Instead, they “have to face the assumptions of being less ‘vulnerable’ 

and more ‘threatening’ than women” (Wyss 2018, 122).  

           To recap, this thesis understands the plurality of masculinities identified in the 

SMA’s narratives of male asylum seekers through an intersectional lens and a feminist post-colonial 

scholarship that allows the research to describe and analyze the values elaborated in the articulations 

of gender, vulnerability, and masculinity at the SMA. Together with the research on arbitrary law 

enforcement presented in Chapter 3, this theoretical framework helps demonstrate the implications 

such utterances may have on the implementation of asylum law with regards to men seeking the 

Swedish state protection.   
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CHAPTER 5: METHODOLOGY AND DATA  

_________________________________________________________  

In this chapter, I sketch the methodological aspects considered in this study. First, the social 

constructionist perspective is outlined, and the research design is introduced. Second, the primary 

and secondary data used for analysis is spelled out followed by two in-dept sections on the research 

method of semi-structured interviews and textual analysis. Third, ethical aspects and research 

positionality are considered and discussed. The chapter finishes with a reflection on the scientific 

value of the findings and analysis of this thesis.   

  

METATHEORY AND RESEARCH DESIGN  

  

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM 

This thesis assumes a constructionist epistemology which rejects the idea of objectivity and insists 

that no research can be separated from the position of the researcher (Danermark 2003, 35). The 

research in social science should therefore not be understood as products of absolute truths 

(Danermark 2003, 25), but instead be regarded discursively produced (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 

175). However, when theory is used as an interpreter of data, the framework of analysis is made 

explicit, and can therefore be evaluated by others (ibid. 206). This thesis positions itself with critical 

social constructionism in which concepts such as ‘race’, ‘gender’, ‘masculinity’ and so forth, are 

used based on the assumption that they are created in specific contexts. The social construction of 

truth and knowledge is considered to have social consequences because different social 

understandings (such as the SMA’s constructions of masculinity) lead to different social actions 

(such as determination of protection claims) (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 6).   

  

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The tool used in this thesis for analyzing both document and interview data is critical discourse 

analysis (CDA). This qualitative text analysis is conveniently used with questions intended to 

investigate the essential content of a text (Esaiasson, 2017, 211f). Consequently, this thesis is 

conducted using a thematic analysis to identify what I read as the most significant representations 

of asylum-seekers that emerged from the data. This approach enabled me to interpret the meaning 

in people’s statements i.e., how different actors attribute meaning to a phenomenon or how a 

phenomenon is represented, for instance what meanings SMA device from the term vulnerability 
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and how male asylum seekers are portrayed in their accounts. CDA presumes that all meaning has 

effect (Esaiasson, 2017, 211f) which is how the research questions connects with each other and 

why this method lines up well with the metatheoretical framework. This perspective aligns itself 

with social constructivism and agrees that research results possibly are embedded in the researchers’ 

pre-conceptions (Meyer 2001, 30). It also agrees with Mattsson (2010) stating that discourses are 

socially and historically situated (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 61).   

           Interviews are an important source of information to obtain in-depth detailed 

accounts of people’s understandings, interpretations, and experiences (Esaiasson 2017, 263) and 

how gendered practices are performed within institutions (Kronsell 2006, 121). The interviews can 

discover what meaning people give to concepts such as gender and masculinities, and expose “how 

gendered identities are constructed and contested” (Kronsell 2006, 121). Similar to CDA, 

interviews are used when exposing practices and phenomenon that are either invisible or taken for 

granted (Wodak 2001, 2). Because the theoretical framework posits that vulnerability is gendered 

and thus, taken for granted, this method is deemed ideal. The combination of interviews with other 

sources (Kronsell 2006, 121) such as document CDA seems legitimate because interviews are 

viewed effective when answering consequences such as RQ3 about the implications for the asylum 

determination and CDA is considered relevant when answering descriptive questions such as RQ1 

about how gender is described in the official documents (Bergström & Boréus, 2005, 355-357). In 

fact, the combination of first using written material as a source of data and complement them with 

interviews is a typical strategy within CDA (Neumann 2008, 73; Small 2011, 64f).  

 

TEXUTAL SOURCES  

This thesis builds on primary as well as secondary sources. The secondary data was collected 

between July 2020 to May 2021 and includes SMA statistics and publications – which put together 

should reflect the overall position and operation of the SMA. This data is used to gain an overview 

of the official statements about gender and particularly men in the asylum process. The documents 

were obtained from the web and by request at the SMA’s statistics center and include the annual 

reports and operational plans between 2015-2020, quality reports, legal stand positions, a gender 

mainstreaming report and LGBTQ surveys (a total of 40 documents). Statistics were used in a 

complementary matter and consists of data of asylum applications, grants, rejections, deportations 

and returns broken down by gender between 2015-2020 (a total of 20 diagram). Although the 

primary data, interviews, is the most comprehensible in volume, the textual data are by far the most 

extensive in amounts to the reading and accessing. Not only were the documents and statistics 

seemingly hard to acquire via web, but in addition mainly because the process of reaching internal 
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yet official documents from the agency’s statistical unit was prolonged and time consuming. As a 

solution, the respondents were asked to add documents which some of them did.   

  

SEMI-STRUCTERED INTERVIEWS  

The interview material was obtained through semi-structured interviews with 19 SMA employees 

during 18 interview sessions in Sweden between March and April of 2021. The respondents consist 

of SMA street-level bureaucrats, mid-level managers, managers, experts, coordinators, and 

educators from five different locations in Sweden: Stockholm, Göteborg, Malmö, Örebro and 

Jönköping. Their roles at SMA include asylum caseworkers, decision-makers, team leaders or 

operations experts, but they also consist of one LGBTQ expert, one legal expert and one unit 

manager. Two of the key respondents hold the positions of gender educator, lecturer and expert, 

press and communications manager as well as previous gender coordinator (R19), and gender 

equality expert, gender coordinator and operational expert (R20). Most respondents, 75%, are 

currently hired by the SMA and 25% have previously worked there. In total, they have experience 

from working at the receiving-, application-, investigation-, return-, permit-, management process, 

national operative- unit as well as the national service center and department for digitization and 

development. The sessions lasted between 30-60 minutes (on average 45 minutes) and took place 

through video calls on request via Zoom and Skype.  

           Accessing these respondents was difficult and required a lot of work. While many 

respondents ultimately participated in this study, the process closely relates to the challenges 

Lindberg and Borelli (2019) posed when studying the SMA. Their paper highlights an often 

complex and unpredictable bureaucratic path to final decisions on research access. Decision-

makers and decision-making is described as a labyrinth where communication between and within 

state agencies often relies on informal information (ibid. 25). Eventually, key respondents were 

identified based on their involvement in the writing of gender mainstreaming documents. It became 

clear that those in positions responsible for gender and equality, as predicted Smith (2006, 648), 

were especially difficult to access. Today, 5 900 people work at the SMA (Migrationsverket 2021), 

and despite using a range of different channels and approaches to obtain respondents (including 

Facebook, Instagram), all interviewees were eventually reached through LinkedIn, E-mail, and 

referrals in between established contacts. A total of 290 people with estimated asylum case 

experience were selected at LinkedIn and contacted individually, by chance (the first 240 search 

results) and by referrals – otherwise known as snowball sampling (Bryman 2004, 100). Finally, 72 

people replied, 25 people turned down the offer (because they worked with other issues and/or 
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because they no longer worked there), 22 people stopped replying, 25 people were interested, and 

19 people participated.  

The interviews were semi-structured using an interview guide (see Appendix 1) with  

open-ended and more detailed questions aiming for extensive answers. Following two introductory 

questions, the guide consisted of three main blocks, in which the first line of questions was directed 

towards the understanding of gender. The use of words such as ‘gender’, ‘equality’ or ‘sex’ was 

done consciously to obtain what the respondents associate with those terms and thus how they 

describe gender and what meaning they place to it. More importantly, it was done to understand if 

and when they would talk about men and their vulnerability. In the second block, the particular 

interest of this study was enhanced, and the questions directed more specifically towards the issue 

of men and masculinity. The purpose here, was to provide answers to my second and third RQ. In 

this way, it was possible to identify the respondents own evaluation of the importance of men’s 

vulnerability within gender and asylum issues. The final questions, in block three, were created in a 

more direct matter both to help answer RQ3, and to (again, and more explicit) “force” the answers 

to in fact regard men, masculinities and vulnerability – which, as it turned out, did not always 

happen.   

  

CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS  

Discourse analysis (DA) should be understood as a research approach with theoretical, 

methodological, analytical, epistemological, and ontological premises (Meyer 2001, 15; Jørgensen 

& Phillips 2002, 3; Hansen 2006, 15). The approach takes on various orientations, which all share 

(1) a philosophical idea that language shape social reality, (2) theoretical models for comprehending 

this process, (3) methodological strategies for studying phenomena and (4) tools for analyzing 

written, spoken (or non-verbal) language (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002: 4; Fairclough 2001, 122).   

           The critical DA used in this thesis builds on Wodak’s understanding of discourse, in 

which the context of language use is crucial for the analysis, and the relationship between language 

and power is especially interesting (Wodak 2001, 1). CDA assumes that social inequality is 

constituted, expressed and legitimized through the use of language (Wodak 2001, 2). For me, this 

has meant looking for implicit assumptions, sentences, implications, vagueness, and indications 

(van Dijk 2001, 104), when analyzing invisible structural relations of dominance, power, control 

and discrimination that manifest through language or in discourse (Wodak 2001, 2). This should 

not be misunderstood as if the research is searching to reach ‘behind’ a discourse or to find what 

is ‘really’ meant by different statements, because reality cannot be reached outside of discourse 
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(Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 18). It is the discourse in itself which is the object of analysis. A critical 

evaluation will, however, be carried out later in the analytical process (ibid.).   

The main object of inquiry in CDA is thus the investigation of utterances, grimaces 

(Neumann 2008, 63), and silences (Kronsell 2011). This is because meaning still is conveyed in a 

particular context (Neumann 2008, 63). Further, discourses tend to consist of one dominating (or 

hegemonic) representation of reality and another (or several more) alternatives to this 

representation (Neumann 2008, 70). It is thus of high relevance to combine CDA with the theory 

hegemonic masculinity which entails several alternative masculinities that challenge the hegemon 

only to a limited degree (ibid.). All representations differ in variation, length, degree of dominance 

or marginalization and historical depth (Neumann 2008, 73). In a truly critical CDA, the researcher 

includes the description and theorization of the social structures and processes that influenced the 

texts and those social structures and processes involved when people or groups of people create 

meaning in their interactions with those texts (Wodak 2001, 2f).   

  

PROCESS OF ANALYSIS  

In line with Kronsell’s (2006, 115) past work, the collected data in this paper is analyzed through 

meticulous reading and rereading of the entirety of the material to identify themes and categories 

for further investigation. Within the themes, keywords have been identified, which were analyzed 

based on the context they appear in, how they relate to each other as well as which terms are 

interchangeable and the meaning of those terms (Bergström & Booréus 2005, 341ff). The 

discourses were thus not only examined one by one but through inter-relationships (Meyer 2001, 

15), such as the one between discourses on vulnerability, femininity, masculinity, women, and men. 

Although certain discourse may be dominant at this moment, the analytical process has also focused 

on the resisting, counter, and deconstruction of that discourse as it is constantly challenged and in 

transformation. This equates to also include statements that contradict the chosen theoretical 

assumptions.   

Equally important to what the SMA presents in their accounts and official position  

is what is not presented. In other words, the fact that men or masculinities are not mentioned was 

also investigated. Kronsell (2006) argues that absences and silences are serious aspects of discourse, 

and she underlines the importance of “reading what is not written” (Kronsell 2006, 108f). For these 

reasons, the phenomena of silences are also explored in the analysis of data. Moreover, the third 

RQ is the especially difficult to answer conclusively considering the data available in this study and 

the fact that discourse cannot determine action completely (Neumann 2008, 62). However, the 

potential consequences of the discourses are discussed and problematized – after all, the very key 
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assumption within CDA is that discourse informs practice (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 9). Absences 

in discourse could therefore reasonably translate into absences in practice. Moreover, in the 

analytical chapters, quotes are not by themselves proof of the discourses discussed, as a much larger 

body of evidence is the foundation of analysis. Instead, quotes should be regarded as illustrative 

fragments of the material.  

  

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

All documents that guide the analysis are in the public domain. However, when research involves 

people, there are some necessary aspects to consider.   

  

RESEARCH ETHICS 

The respondents in this study were requested to participate in interviews after receiving initial 

information about my role, and about the subject and aim of the study. The anonymity has been 

safeguarded by internally renaming the respondents to R1-R20 to prevent personal information 

and names from appearing in the statements. The code-list was later destroyed. It is my 

understanding that all participants understood that their cooperation in this study took place on a 

voluntarily basis. All respondents agreed to the recording of the interviews for transcription 

purposes, and they were offered to read the final version of the thesis. (Swedish Research Council 

2017).  

It is important to inform the respondents about the aim of the research (Bryman 

2012), which resulted in an ethical dilemma regarding the extent to which my objective was revealed. 

The respondents were informed that the aim was “to examine the relationship between gender, 

migration/asylum and marginalization”. Clearly, this is the accurate aim, but what it fails to mention, 

however, is that the paper takes the category of men at its essential core. Respondents might feel 

mislead since they were uninformed of all details of the study. However, masculinity does fall under 

the concept of gender which indeed was explicit in the statement of the aim. Also, to give the 

specific topic to the respondents before the interviews would reasonably decrease the quality and 

sincerity of their answers. To quote Spencer (1982, 100ff):  

I believe it is legitimate, under certain conditions, when dealing with powerful bureaucracies, 
to mask one’s true purpose of seeking facts rather than the perpetuation of myths, in order 
to obtain the information essential to sustain a free society. 
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Hence, the scientific value expected from the results obtained by using the chosen method seems 

to outweigh the potential harm from not exposing the entirely of the objective.   

           Another dilemma when conducting research on men and masculinities is the 

expected disempowerment of refugee women (Olivius 2016, 2017). However, as Mohanty (1984, 

344) notes “to design effectual strategies to combat oppressions, one must reject simplistic 

formulations such as ‘men exploit’ and ‘women are exploited’. In fact, to successfully promote 

gender equality, it is important to include men and boys (Olivius 2016, 2017). More importantly, 

this kind of research could be used to support anti-feminist agendas (O’Neill 2015). But as stated 

in ‘Delimitations’ (see Chapter 1), neither my motivations for research nor the results obtained 

supports ignoring women or female issues. Instead, “if we use gender analytically, sources about 

men are also sources about women” (Najmabadi 2005, 1; Suerbaum 2018, 665).   

           Moreover, considering the importance of migrant agency (Malkki 1996, 287f), the 

ideal research subjects for this study would be the asylum seekers themselves, however, Smith (2006, 

645) contends that it is “just as important to study those who influence important decisions as it is 

to research the lives of those affected by these decisions”. In fact, CDA critically analyzes those 

having the most power, the opportunity to solve the problems at hand and those who are 

responsible whilst taking the perspectives with those who suffer most (Wodak, 2001, 1; Jørgensen 

& Phillips 2002, 63). Further, considering DiAngelo’s (2011) theory on white fragility, it can be 

assumed that those respondents who consisted of white people could be challenged by receiving 

feedback that their behavior may have a racist impact or that their views might be grounded in 

logics underpinned by the project of race (DiAngelo 2011, 57). But by demonstrating that 

phenomena are not what it might currently appear, the CDA shows how there is cause to believe 

that current understandings will or already are changing (Neumann 2008, 71, 76). The potential 

good should reasonably be considered greater than the harm this might cause.   

 

POSITIONALITY AND REFLEXIVITY 

It is further vital to consider the role and power of the researcher, her interpretations, and choices 

(McCracken 1988, 21). Specifically, the researcher can be regarded an instrument whose own 

intellect, experience and imagination are actively used in the collection and analysis of data (ibid. 

18). Therefore, an important methodological reflection regards my positionality as a researcher 

(Rose 1997, 305) and the critical interpretation of the respondents’ statements. Researchers are 

involved in the production of discourse and therefore cannot hold a position outside of it 

(Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 21; Marsh & Furlong 2002, 26). In practice, this means that the 
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knowledge and discourse produced in the interview sessions and the analytical process will be 

influenced by my presence (Meyer 2001, 30). My research cannot be separated from my own 

identity and background, which has guided the choice in topic, method, theory and interpretation 

of material. Presumably, my position as a woman allowed me to shift the focus towards men and 

question the absoluteness of female vulnerability without being accused of misogyny.   

It is also worth mentioning that the respondents were treated both as subjects of  

research and as experts on the issues addressed. My predominantly lower age, my curiosity, and the 

fact that they were all professionals created a conversation in which the traditional relationship that 

places the researcher as ‘expert’ was avoided – instead they were educating me. Another aspect is 

nationality. While not all respondents shared my ethnicity, the vast majority, in a more or less 

explicit manner, regarding me in the category ‘us’ (=Swedish) and the subject of our discussions, 

asylum seekers, in the category ‘them’ (=foreign). Also, the ideal results derive from respondents 

who are strangers to each other (McCracken 1988, 37), but a couple of the respondents in this 

study knew each other. Further, my employment as a research assistant at the university was 

revealed in all introductory research participation requests which also placed us as ‘colleagues’ and 

enabled several topics that might otherwise have been more off limit.   

  

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY  

In order to acquire reliable answers to the RQs, both material, theory, and method have been 

carefully considered. This thesis’s epistemological position makes up for an eclectic data analysis 

(Meyer 2001, 29). Since it is impossible to conduct a complete CDA, and thus important structurers 

related to the research problem must be selected (van Dijk 2001, 99), the analysis inevitably 

becomes subject-dependent. However, the selection ensures that the discourses scrutinized are not 

marginal but carry significant weight in the larger masculinity discourse. Since the main interest lies 

with how a group of people, at the SMA, through discourse, exerts power, it makes sense to 

examine precisely the characteristics that can reflect this social power (van Dijk, 2001, 99). In 

addition, the results are reflected by the outcome of the sample since the employees who 

participated had in interest in participating in a study involving gender and equality issues.   

The validity of the thesis is also rooted in the transparency of the analysis and the  

coherence of the argument. During the interviews, I sometimes had the distinct feeling that when 

questions asked directly about men, the respondents did not want to be perceived as politically 

incorrect. What they thought I expected might thus have had an impact on their answers in these 

sorts of questions. Important to note is that almost all deviations or exceptions from the dominant 
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discourses are identified in the answers to question 20-22 (see Appendix 1) i.e., at the very end of 

the interviews.  To ensure validity, Wodak (Meyer 2001, 30) recommend a methodical triangulation; 

a variety of empirical data using multi-methodical designs – case narratives, documents and 

statistics using both textual analysis and semi-structured interviews. Her approach accounts for (1) 

“the immediate language- or text-internal co-text”, (2) “the intertextual and interdiscursive 

relationship between utterances, texts, genres and discourses”, (3) “the extralinguistic (social) level 

which is called the ‘context of situation’ and explained by middle-range theories”, and (4) “the 

broader socio-political and historical contexts” (Meyer 2001, 29).  

To sum up, this thesis adopts a mixed method of textual analysis on SMA official  

documents and semi-structured interviews with migration state agents in Sweden using the critical 

discourse analysis through a social constructivist approach. Importantly, this study does not seek 

to reject the specific vulnerabilities of women, trans individuals, non-binary people, or other 

genders.   
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CHAPTER 6: WHO IS GENDERED    

_______________________________________________________   

This chapter addresses what I read as SMA’s overall understanding of ‘gender’. It begins by 

presenting the SMA officials’ knowledge about GM and how gender generally is described in their 

official documents. An in-dept analysis is conducted about values the SMA places in the term 

gender. The chapter concludes by discussing how men are described as norm in the asylum process.  

  

GENDER MAINSTREAMING AT THE SWEDISH MIGRATION AGENCY   

The SMAs GM report states that “an operation is gender mainstreamed only when gender equality 

has become an assignment for all managers and employees in planning, decision-making and 

implementation” (SMA 2015a, s). However, half of the respondents in this study did not have any 

gender-specific training or did not remember content of such education (Personal communication 

March and April 2021). Thus, while the GM-plan includes knowledge enhancement of GM 

amongst primary managers and to make assignments on gender equality clear to employees on 

every organizational level (SMA 2018a), my interviews with SMA employees and managers, 

revealed that half of them had limited understanding of what GM was. As one respondent stated 

quite clearly; “No I am not aware of anything called gender mainstreaming” (R3). What this means 

is that although SMA work with GM theoretically, the asylum officials still seem to lack sufficient 

knowledge or tools about how to operate it.  

Despite searching thoroughly and broad and reading a vast amount of material, the  

publications covering gender, migration and asylum were limited and those covering issues related 

specifically to men or masculinity were basically non-existent. As Kronsell (2006, 115) suggests, it 

is a methodological challenge to study what is not there and what can only be found hidden 

embedded in the text. In my case, this consisted of a more or less compact ‘silence’ on men. When 

‘vulnerability’ was specified to a particular gender group in these documents, it was almost 

exclusively associated with ‘women’. From a legal standpont, for example, women’s vulnerability 

was especially eminent with information ranging from their lack of government protection (SMA 

Legal Department 2021, 10), genital mutilation (ibid. 16) and violence in the home (eg. SMA Legal 

Department 2020, 22; ibid. 11). Men, on the other hand, were mentioned in relation to issues of 

‘blame’ and in contexts of violence against women.  One example of this, written by the SMA Legal 

Department, reads as follows:  
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the man's right to exercise power over women in certain cultures is such an undisputed 
and fundamental part of the structure of society that it is impossible for women to 
obtain state protection against violence and restrictions on liberty or honor-related 
retaliation from men in her circle of relatives. (SMA Legal Department 2021, 16).    

  

GENDER = WOMEN (CHILDREN), AND LGBTQ-IDENTIFYING PEOPLE  

As stated above, the dominant narratives from the SMA official documents largely reflect an 

association between gender and women (Jaji 2009). The official SMA GM report has a considerably 

large focus on recognizing the lack of knowledge on women in the asylum process and an aspiration 

to make female applicants visible. The report therefore seems to assume that mainstreaming a 

gender perspective largely revolves around how female applicates are treated rather than a broader 

engagement with gender.   

This primary focus on women in the GM report was echoed in the interviews. Even  

when questions about gender and sex were asked during the interviews, in an open-ended way, the 

answers almost exclusively referred to women and LGBTQ-persons. At times, ‘gender’ and 

‘women’ seemed interchangeable, or synonymous (Cheng 1999, 297). For example, an asylum 

caseworker answered the question about whether they participated in gender education at the SMA 

with “I cannot remember that it was any specific [education] on women” (R16). This is not to say 

that women cannot face significant challenges in the process as an array of examples of 

disadvantages face by women are presented in the SMA official documents on gender and equality. 

For instance, it happens that women’s asylum stories are used as a compliment to what the man 

has told the asylum caseworker already. The SMA seems to take these issues seriously since an 

individual investigation were conducted and legal guidelines were created to address the needs of 

women in particular. Refugee women are thus reasonably placed in a ‘policy priority’ (Freedman 

2010, 589; Johnson 2011). What this means is that the assumption still is made that women are 

especially disadvantaged, which, as noted by Charsley and Wray (2015, 403) and Wyss (2018, 121f) 

has amounted to extensive focus on reducing the invisibility of women.   

           Further, a large majority of the respondents used the terminology ‘women and 

children’ once or on several occasions during our talks. A number of statements were identified in 

which women are depicted as more family-bound. This frequent link made between women and 

motherhood follows the traditional gendered and racialized perception of the racialized female as 

caring (see Butler, 2005, 147; Kothari, 2006,), private (Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 118), and 

family-oriented (see Mohanty 1984, 337, 352f).  The juxtaposition of the two separate categories 

‘women’ and ‘children’ seem normalized to the extent that it becomes a combined unit, or what 
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Cynthia Enloe has termed a single entity of ‘womenandchildren’ (Enloe 1993, 166). Similarly, and 

in line with Turner (2019a, 7), Huijsmans (2014, 333), and Kneebone (2005, 10), statements around 

migrant safety almost exclusively centereds around the experiences of women and children who 

indeed are deemed the most vulnerable: One asylum decision-maker and LGBTQ-expert for 

example stated that: “women and girls, they are exposed to a lot of terrible things during the trip. 

Guys do too. But [women and children] are especially vulnerable.” (R9). These discourses also fit 

into a larger context in which women and children are portrayed as a nameless mass (Johnson 2011, 

1050). In addition, Carpenter (2003, 2005) have shown how assuming the innocence of women 

and children violate impartial interventions in sites of conflict when adult men are actual targets of 

violence.    

           There were however also a few examples of statements that went against the 

dominant discourse. When specifically asked about the position of men in the asylum process, a 

unit manager entailed that: 

Men are pretty lonely, […] we're talking about not being able to see your children 
in four or five years. […] it must be hell. I meet my children every day. So, it's 
men who do not feel well. […] it might […] be men who are [not] trained to open 
up (R5).  

Nonetheless, such accounts were much rarer in the material than those about the relationship 

between women and children.   

  

MEN AS THE NORM (?)    

The analysis of the SMA official documents revealed three major themes. First, ‘men as the norm’, 

second, ‘women are forgotten’ and, third ‘men’s violence against women’. The first of these, 

treating men as the norm, will be explored in this chapter while ‘women are forgotten’ and ‘men’s 

violence against women’ will be examined in Chapters 7 and 8 respectively. That men are treated 

as the norm is a fact that is not lost on the SMA itself. In a gender protocol, the SMA General 

Director wrote:  

In the Swedish Migration Agencys country information, there are often special 

headings about the situation of women and LGBT people in the country, but rarely 

(or never) a special headline that describes the situation of heterosexual men. 

Information about the situation of heterosexual men is included in the general 

headings. This is an example of how a male heterosexual norm is a starting point in 

practical work. (SMA General Director 2012, 13).   

The question this quote raises then, is what the implications of are seeing men as the norm within 

the practices and procedures of the SMA. As Cohen (2005) rightly has pointed out, when womens 
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inclusion has been advocated for, the assumption that all men are equally visible has mistakenly 

been made. Still, what was found within both bodies of material (documents and interviews) was 

the expression that men are the norm (and thus somehow privileged) in the asylum process. It was, 

for example, commonly noted in the SMA official documents that men are registered as the dossier 

“main person”, and they also claimed (heterosexual) men receive a more equal treatment and trial 

in comparison with women. Both SMA officials and the GM report admitted that the SMA only 

have given out debit cards to the men (in family constellations). This self-criticism by the SMA 

seem to follow the same logics as the critique towards the original architecture of the refugee regime, 

i.e., how it has been blamed for being based on cisgender, heterosexual male migrant experience 

(Huijsmans 2014, 333; Turner 2019b, 596). The SMA also acknowledges that men are taken in first 

for investigation and their reasons for asylum are more comprehensive and better motivated. More 

than half of the respondents agreed with this, for instance one of the LGBTQ experts claimed that 

“the man gets more space during the investigation” (R9). Such issues are similarly raised by Mascini 

and van Bochove’s (2009, 129) affirming that men automatically are interviewed first (in married 

couples) since they are assumed to be the head of the household.   

           What strikes me most about these written and oral statements is how men are 

described as privileged and simultaneously to blame for the gender inequality. Criticism of men and 

their position in the gender regime is not the same as to study them as gendered beings (Cheng 

1999, 297; Walter, Bourgois & Loinaz 2004, 127). However, there are also some examples of 

reasoning in direct opposite to the dominant discourses of men as norm, including statements 

about the advantages that women have “because [the SMA] are a little more careful with where 

[we] place them […]. It feels like soc [Swedish Social Service] are more attentive on them […] than 

[…] these guys who come, unaccompanied.” (R9).   

            When asked whether men’s vulnerability was discussed in gender or equality 

discussions at the SMA, the gender educator, lecturer and expert said:  

No […] since the man as a norm permeates large parts of society and so also the 

Swedish Migration Agency […] the very basic questions are often about men. […] no 

special administrative support [exists] for men, because they are the norm. Rather, it is 

the need to balance out so that women also become the norm, and children. (R19).   

This notion reflects a predominated focus on the universality of men and exemplifies what Hibbins 

and Pease (2009, 5), and Walter, Bourgois and Loinaz (2004, 127) have written on the nongendering 

of male subjects. Here, Charsley and Wray (2015, 403) and Wyss (2018, 121f) would likely add that 

the male experience still is greatly understudied. Almost all respondents in this study agreed, with 
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various emphasis5 that there is reason to consider mens vulnerable position. However, the gender 

coordinator and gender educator had different responses: “In relation to women? Or in relation to 

what?” (R20), and: 

I do not think we need to do any special work to include men. Men are included. We 
need to do special work to include people who fall outside the norm, that is my firm 
belief, and it will not change. (R19).  

It seemed most people I interviewed were interested in thinking about the vulnerability of men, 

except those explicitly tasked with working on gender issues. The fact that articulations or written 

segments of men’s special vulnerability was extraordinary rare in the material, combined with this 

last quote reminds me of an interview Turner (2019, 606) had with two Health Sector Gender Focal 

Points for the Syrian refugee responses in Jordan. While talking about a gender analysis report 

about her sector, and aware about Turner’s focus on masculinity, she said: “This is the two lines 

about men,” and laughed. “And that’s it! Enough for men!”. Turner recognizes that this is not the 

only two lines about men in the report, but the overall focus of the report and the purpose of such 

writings seem to match both the interlocutor's understanding, and in my case, the gender equality 

coordinator’s and gender educator’s. Here, it seems like refugee men’s “particular vulnerabilities do 

not count” (Sözer 2019, 23).    

            Finally, the point here is not that men are not the norm – nor that the particular 

challenges of women should not be prioritized. However, when male asylum seekers are 

understood, described, and dealt with ‘as the norm’, they may risk treatment as non-gendered 

beings and their migrant masculinities not framed as multidirectional intersectional social 

phenomena (Wojnicka 2019, 285). This could mean that they “have to face the assumptions of 

being less ‘vulnerable’ and more ‘threatening’ than women” (Wyss 2018, 122). It also raises 

questions as to whether state practices will deprioritize men in their need for support (Wyss 2018, 

121f).  

 

   

  

 

 

 
5 See the ‘Reliability and Validity’ section in Chapter 5.   
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CHAPTER 7: MIGRANT MASCULINITITES    

_______________________________________________________   

This chapter finds, similar to Franck and Gray’s (2019, 281) study, a solid tendency towards 

dismissing refugee men from the category of vulnerable “through the depiction of such subjects 

not as threatened but as threatening”, but also through framings of strong, capable and invulnerable 

men who easier fit the category of protector, rather than protected. In the following, I will discuss 

migrant masculinities that appear as either (1) capable and invulnerable, (2) marginalized, and (3) 

subordinated to identify how these categories relates to the concept of vulnerability.  

  

CAPABLE AND INVULNERABLE MEN  

Although in the previous section I discussed how men were treated as the norm, or the default, 

that does not mean that they were not also associated with particular values and characteristics such 

as being ‘capable’, ‘invulnerable’ and ‘free’ refugees with ‘social status’ and ‘spatial power’ who 

‘protects’.  

  

THE CAPABLE REFUGEE 

A key term used a lot when SMA officials discussed the male asylum was ‘easy’, see: “maybe [it is] 

easier for men to be able to escape.” (R14). Asylum seeking men are also described as having the 

“capacity […], to have the strength and [to] dare more” (R1). In such descriptions, the male refugee 

seems to be perceived as both strong (Messerschmidt 2018, 59, 100; Cheng, 1999, 298), tough, 

capable, and autonomous (Haywood & Johansson, 2017, 6; Donaldson, 1993, 644; Howson, 2006, 

60). The asylum-seeking men are also regularly framed as being capable and having better 

conditions – for example, an asylum team leader held that they “have a greater capacity to cope” 

with leaving the children behind (R1). The idea underpinning these narratives seem to be that male 

asylum seekers can cope with “hardships that would not be the case for their female counterparts, 

such as removal and separation from families.” (Griffiths 2015, 474).   

Additionally, male asylum seekers are by SMA officers considered to have a spatial  

power which grants them to take up more space, speak up and be heard. For example, when asked 

if men’s vulnerability is discussed at the SMA, one asylum decision-maker and LGBTQ-expert said: 

“I do not think men would be forgotten [because] they have a different ability to make themselves 

heard” (R9). Even when questions are directed to their children or wife “sometimes the man 
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answers anyway [laughter]!” (R11). Further, an asylum caseworker stated that “women who come 

[here] they come from countries where they […] take less place, […] it is the men who decide.” 

(R16). In such statements, the man seems to be depicted as someone with spatial power, 

simultaneously, he is not courageous, but rude and oppressive, which lines better up with discourses 

of backwardness and the colonial ‘other’ (Scheibelhofer 2012, 321).    

The SMA officers’ representations of male refugees also included stories about their  

social status and networks. For example, a previous asylum caseworker said that “men have a bigger 

and better network because they have worked” (R15). They are thus described as both having social 

status (Turner 2019b, 599) and being autonomous and independent (Haywood & Johansson, 2017, 

6; Donaldson, 1993, 644; Howson, 2006, 60). Such reflections of autonomy were also found within 

statements describing male refugees as having more freedom and “better opportunity to get out of 

their countries” (R15).  

  

THE INVULNERABLE MAN 

It will be established in the next chapter that women are perceived and described as vulnerable, 

needing protection, lacking a social network and that they do not speak up for themselves. Here, I 

will however first turn our attention to the binary construction that of these discourses rest upon, 

or, more precisely, what they say about men both implicitly and explicitly. Building on the 

previously discussed capability to manage the asylum process better, this paragraph concentrates 

on how refugee men often were depicted as invulnerable. Some respondents even dismissed male 

vulnerability by comparing it to that of women. For example, when specifically asked how the 

Swedish legislation about self-sufficiency requirements from 2016 might have impacted the living 

conditions of men, one respondent insisted: “But it affects both parties – both men and women 

just as hard” (R3). Also in this statement, I sense a reluctance to identify that people may have 

gendered specific vulnerabilities. In expressions of invulnerability amongst male asylum-seekers, 

other power categories such as age, abilities and sexuality seem to matter. When asked about male 

vulnerability, the responses from two previous asylum caseworkers were that “Not heterosexual 

men anyway.” (R15) and “a young man of working age, who is healthy and everything, has like 

none, does not have that kind of problem” (R3) with lacking protective networks. In these 

statements, the young able-bodies men are characterized by invulnerability and strength, which are 

classical traits for the hegemonic masculinity discourse (Messerschmidt 2018, 59, 100; Cheng, 1999, 

298).   
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Narratives of the refugee man as the protector or defender of the family (Turner 

2019b, 599) also appeared in the interviews, in statements such as: “the man then may feel that [he 

has] to protect the family or protect [his] wife” (R11). What is particularly interesting about such 

statements is the fact that they in some ways oppose an otherwise dominant discourse of ‘white 

men saving brown women from brown men’ (Spivak 2010, 48). Here, the ‘brown men’ are seen as 

protecting (/saving) ‘brown women from brown men’.     

In my analysis of the documents and interviews, I have only been able to detect two  

examples of when women are mentioned as possible perpetrators. An asylum-decision maker and 

LGBTQ-expert brought forward Syria as an example to “not miss the fact that women can be 

guilty…as well.” (R9). The Legal Department at the SMA also states that “Women can also take 

part in wars or be affiliated with the military, security services or groups fighting the regime.” (SMA 

Legal Department 2017a, 11). The lack of such representations seems consistent with the research 

of Parashar (2011), who underlines the discursively excluded participation of women in violent 

activity or as supporting militancy. The possible ‘guilt’ of women was thus rarely made, and once 

raised, they were accompanied by words such as ‘as well’ and ‘also’ which signify the dominance of 

the ‘men as risk’ discourse (Herz, 2017, 35; Morokvasic-Muller, 2014, 169; Clowes, 2013, 14).  

  

MARGINALIZED MASCULINITY  

Although the previous section exhibited how asylum-seeking men were described in contexts that 

corresponds to hegemonic discourses about masculinity, i.e. as capable, perpetrators, protectors 

and invulnerable, such ideal attributes (Haywood & Johansson, 2017, 6; Donaldson, 1993, 644; 

Howson, 2006, 60) seem cancelled out by their racial subordination (Staples, 1982, 7). In fact, the 

vast majority of narratives about asylum-seeking men during the interviews (and partly also in the 

official texts) largely reflects the marginalized form of masculinity (Connell 2000, 80). The 

depictions of marginalized masculinities are sorted into two principal analytical categorizations i.e., 

opportunistic migrants who lack credibility as well as backward and patriarchal men who oppresses.   

  

OPOORTUNISTIC AND FRAUDULENT ASYLUM SEEKERS  

In the interviews, the asylum-seeking men were often imagined as ‘opportunistic’ and some SMA 

officials expressed doubt regarding their asylum claims. These accounts portray refugee men as risk 

takers with economic aspirations. One asylum caseworker thought that “[they] have little chance 

of getting [asylum] but [they] might still [leave their home countries], provided they apply” (R2). 
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An asylum team leader said that when “its financial reasons it is not women [who apply]” (R6). 

Such statement would perhaps fit the opposition between ‘economic’ and ‘real’ refugees (Mascini 

& van Bochove 2009, 119). In these discourses, the ‘bogus’ asylum seeker figure is indeed generally 

imagined to be male (Griffiths 2015, 474). These expressions are further developed as people who 

come “here to be able to work and make money” (R6), or:   

they travel into Italy [it] is common and now they [came] to Sweden and then they hide 

here in Sweden, [they are] here for 6 months and work and then they seek asylum. And 

[…] it is probably because they do not want to seek asylum in Sweden (R16).    

These narratives are linked to masculinity traits such as ‘analytic’ and ‘active’ (Connell & Pearse 

2015; Yuval-Davis 2000; Shepherd 2006, 25-26; Stearns 2008, 166, 174; Enloe 2014, 33-34). The 

asylum-seekers in these statements are to a certain degree suspected to be ‘economic migrants’ who 

are at best opportunistic (Griffiths 2015, 483). Having crossed several safe countries before 

reaching Sweden would perhaps also qualify them in the ‘bogus’ claimant category in opposition to 

the ‘genuine’ one (Griffiths 2015, 472f). The perception that men are more often looking for an 

improvement of their economic situation is similar to what notions Van Wetten, Dijkhoff and 

Heide (1998, 37f) found amongst Dutch immigration officials.   

The truthfulness or (un)credibility (Griffiths 2015, 471) of asylum-seekers were not  

questioned once when the street-level bureaucrats at the SMA spoke about female claimants. Nor 

did I find any examples of such doubt in the collection of their official documents. What was found, 

however, was an example of a migration court case, stating that:  

The man has instead mainly reported on the abuse he states that he has been subjected 
to because he is homosexual. In this respect, he has provided conflicting information 
on a number of points during the process. (SMA Legal Department 2015, 17).  

Further, the reasons behind the overrepresentation of men in the deportation statistics is by two 

pervious asylum caseworkers explained by the logic that these men did not have asylum reasons. 

An asylum team leader and a previous asylum caseworker empathizes the ‘real’ protection needs 

stating that “Of course we meet real political refugees, but they are not very many.” (R1). The 

reliability of their asylum claims is considered by a previous asylum caseworker, who said:   

there are many [men] who…applicants they state [homosexuality] but then when it 

comes to reliability and the reality it is not their stories, they lack, and they cannot make 

it reliable. So, there is some[thing] that I have seen happen, often. (R15).   

In these statements, and recalling Griffiths (2015, 472f), the men seem to be perceived as ‘bogus’ 

claimants who are found fraudulent. Who is deemed reliable matters since asylum decisions are 

based on whether the claimant has made probable that they has well-founded fear of persecution 

(Andersson et al 2018, 243ff).  
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BACKWARDS, PATRIARCHAL AND OPPRESSIVE MEN  

Being ‘controlling’ and ‘abusive’ towards their female partners seems especially tied to the 

streetlevel bureaucrats’ narratives on refugee men. While this has been highlighted in other sections, 

there are certain statements that underlines such particular ideas. In these accounts, men control 

their women with regards to what they are allowed or dare to say. An asylum caseworker 

emphasized that “[women] should not feel that she cannot, […] as if [she] cannot say everything 

she wants to say […] because she may not [be allowed] or able to say if her husband is present.” 

(R2). It was not unusual that such discourse was accompanied by statements about cultural 

indifference. A previous asylum caseworker explained that “those who come [here] have a different 

culture. Where they [are] very segmented […] with gender roles. […] the women would not be 

allowed to speak for the men.” (R7). Here, the “inferior cultural practices, attitudes and values” 

(Every & Augoustinos 2007, 413) of, one the one hand, refugee men who does not let their women 

speak and, on the other hand, oppressed women who does not dare to speak, is central and this 

becomes “the primary means for marking those who are deemed a threat” (Holmes & Castañeda 

2016, 18). The statements in this paragraph thus illustrate what some would term ‘orientalist 

fantasies’ of the ‘other’ (Said 2000) subordinated against an imagined highly developed and modern 

‘we’ (Martinsson, Griffin & Nygren 2016, 6). In these narratives, the asylum-seekers constitute ‘the 

rest’ as they arguably fit into the stereotypical representations of less gender equal, modern, and 

developed (ibid.).      

Clearly, the male asylum-seeker also seems to be interpreted through an imaginary of  

backwardness and as notably patriarchal. This backwardness is both explicitly and at times more 

implicitly imbedded in the interview statements and in the official documents. A previous asylum 

caseworker concluded that Afghan women  

does not have much to say about such situations; if male family members decide that 
she should marry someone, then she must do so and against her own will. […] That in 
all countries where women are, they are usually exposed to violence and harassment if 
they dress in a special way. (R15).  

An asylum decision-maker and legal expert believed that women from Afghanistan  

have probably only been home. [she] cannot ask them about the country or how they 
traveled. They probably have no ID documents, probably no education, and they have 
probably not been involved in making any decisions. (R12).  

When asked why men’s asylum cases are assessed in more detail, a previous asylum caseworker 

replied that it could be that men have better education and that “there are many women seeking 
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asylum – those who come [from] poor countries who have not attended any education at all and 

are completely illiterate.” (R15). Once again, the ‘private sphere’ in “[she] should be home” (R2) is 

resurfaced. Their backwardness, or ‘uncivilized’ behavior (Wojnicka 2019, 286; Wojnicka & 

Pustułka 2017, 89) is also expressed more implicitly, by stating that integration “will take a very 

long time” (R7).  

            One exception from the discourse on patriarchal ‘brown men’ is when an asylum 

unit manager brought forward Swedish men over 50 who marries Thai women. “For the Swedish 

men […] there is an affection value in marrying a Thai, you can jump 5 steps backwards in gender 

equality as it looks in Sweden.” (R7). In addition, one exception from the colonial discourse on 

backwardness and oppression in distant places is the following statement: “A lot of exploitation 

also takes place in Sweden, we must remember, unfortunately.” (R5). Yet, these counter-narratives 

are overwhelmed by representations of masculinized refugees as misogynistic and barbaric – a 

portrait similar to the ‘other’ found in justifications of colonialism.     

 

 

SUBORDINATE MASCULINITY  

During the interview sessions, the term ‘LGBTQ’ (or homosexuality) was widely used when the 

respondents’ answered questions about gender, equality, vulnerabilities and life conditions amongst 

the asylum-seekers. A significant finding was made in the respondents answers to question 18 (see 

Appendix 1) which asked what vulnerability male asylum-seekers may have, to which half of the 

respondents answered that they saw being LGBTQ as a potential vulnerability.  

  

HOMOSEXUALS MUST BE PROTECTED 

Several respondents explicitly stated that LGBTQ persons represents a vulnerable group and many 

of them specified with the male experience. This is captured by an asylum decision-maker and legal 

expert who exemplified “vulnerable groups such as LGBTQI and women” (R12). A consideration 

of that person's “extreme vulnerability” (R15) and special need was also expressed, such as perhaps 

receiving a separate housing for safety reasons to be protected from people in the accommodation 

who are from a “very quotation marks […] conservative countr[ies] where homosexuality may be 

illegal” (R15). This illustrates two key aspects. First, homosexual men, who constitute the 

subordinate type of masculinity (Connell 2000, 78), seem included in the category of protection. 

Their “thoughts and feelings” (R15) thus seemed considered to a larger extent than in contexts 
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where their norm-deviating sexuality or sexual identity was not at center stage. Perhaps their 

subordinate and thus feminized position in relation to hegemonic masculinity (ibid.) is paving the 

way for imaginaries that also treat them as vulnerable. Second, these men should according to the 

statement be protected from people (read: men) who are stereotyped as religious and illiberal 

(Griffiths 2015, 473) departing from ‘bad patriarchies’ in distant places (Keskinen, Tuori, Mulinari 

& Irni 2009, 5; Martinsson et al 2016, 12).   

           A recurrent theme in these statements were that LGBTQ is not allowed, it is shameful 

or that there is a lack of legislation that protect homosexuals in the home country. An asylum team 

leader and decision-maker said that it can be: 

very tough and difficult to […] say that you are homosexual because you do not really 
know how people react in the new country where you have come. Even though you 
may have applied in Sweden to get protection […] for some it may be the first time you 
utter [that you are homosexual] at all (R11).  

Further, an asylum unit manager stated that homosexual refugee men in Sweden does not have the 

same access to their diaspora because they hold a “radically different view” of homosexuality (R5). 

They explained that a homosexual man from Iran might be threatened and beaten if sharing 

residence with “other Iranians who may not have such a progressive approach to homosexuality” 

(R5). It has also occurred that asylum-seeker translators are “homophobic” and have fabricated a 

homosexual applicant’s asylum narrative because the homosexual practice described was “so 

shameful” for the interpreter (R7).   

           The statement above does to various degrees reproduce the idea of cultural 

superiority (Olwan 2013, 535) by which ‘progressive’ ‘Swedishness’ (Kehl 2018, 687) is casted as 

tolerant, enlightened, non-violent, and gender equal (Kehl 2018, 687; Olwan 2013, 535) against a 

patriarchal foreign state from which violent/barbaric diasporas and compatriots as well as 

oppressive and traditional translators origin. In turn, the homosexual men in these narratives fit the 

subordinate form of masculinity since they seem equated with femininine (Connell 2000, 78) 

charactaristics such as being passive (Connell & Pearse 2015; Yuval-Davis 2000; Shepherd 2006, 

25-26; Enloe 2014, 33-34), oppressed victims (Cudd & Andreasen, 2005, 331; Gunnarsson, 2011, 

24-25; MacKenzie, 2009, 206; Stearns 2008, 166, 174), vulnerable to “patriarchal culture in their 

country of origin” (Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 118).   

            In total, five main masculinities were identified in the material. While the final, 

‘subordinated’ masculinity easily fitted into dominant ideas about vulnerability, the ‘capable’, 

‘invulnerable’, ‘opportunistic’, and ‘oppressive’ masculinities seemingly did the opposite. This raises 

the question of who the SMA is considering vulnerable and as such in need of state protection.  
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CHAPTER 8: WHO IS VULNERABLE   

_______________________________________________________   

This chapter continues by charting the more overt representations of racialized feminine 

vulnerability and masculine threat that emerged in my sample of interviews and the official 

document data and that, I suggest, form the overarching grids of intelligibility underpinning the 

interpretation of men in the asylum process. The final section treats the narratives unfolding when 

the SMA officials specifically were asked about male vulnerability amongst the asylum applicants.  

  

“WOMEN ARE MORE VULNERABLE THAN MEN ARE”   

The dominant narrative in the interviews with SMA officials largely corresponds to the well 

documented (e.g., Stanko & Hobdell 1993, 400; Lazaridis 2001; Ferris 2007; Marrujo 2009; Miller 

et al 2007) assumption that women are especially vulnerable in migration and asylum processes. 

Recalling Najmabadi’s (2005, 1) notion that sources about women are also sources about men, 

these statements are further analyzed dichotomously in the section below. 

  

WOMEN ARE THE MOST VULNERABLE  

The list of “vulnerable groups” in a SMA legal stand position includes6 the following:   

• Persons at risk of having to perform military service.  

• Women, especially women without a male network, but also women and girls who are at 

risk of domestic violence, sexual violence, forced marriage or trafficking. Women as sole 

breadwinners may also be vulnerable.  

• In addition to girls above, children who have or are believed to have a relationship with 

opposition, children who are vulnerable as a result of belonging to a particular social 

group.  

• LGBTQ-people. (SMA Legal Department 2020).   

This list by the SMA Legal Department, which does not explicitly mention men, is followed by a 

sectioned named “In particular on women’s vulnerability” which starts: “Women have been and 

are a very vulnerable group during the long-running conflict” (SMA Legal Department 2020, 12). 

Later, a separate section on military service can be found in which the SMA states that “Men of 

military age, between 18 and 42, are expected to be available for military service” and what 

 
6 But are not limited to. However, these are the gendered points.  
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exceptions there are to this expectation (SMA Legal Department 2020, 10). There is a great 

difference between these sections. First, the female section presents a variety of events that women 

can be ‘vulnerable’ to. Second, the male section includes one event, it does not use words such as 

‘vulnerable’, and it includes various means by which such event can be avoided. As a legal 

standpoint, these lists guide the street-level bureaucrats in decision-making. Therefore, it is 

interesting to understand what meaning they place in ‘vulnerability’.    

In this study, more than half of the respondents did in some way state that “women  

are more vulnerable than men are” (R11). For example, when asked about male vulnerability 

amongst the asylum seekers, a previous asylum caseworker replied: “Um, of course vulnerability, 

but not the same vulnerability as women.” (R15).  In both official texts and interviews, women 

were extensively discussed along with words such as “vulnerable”, “exposed”, “risk”, “victim” or 

“exploited”. Words such as “especially” (R9), “definitely” (R12), “extra” (R14), “stronger” (R2), or 

“bigger” (R8) were commonly used when describing the seriousness of women’s vulnerability. Such 

statements display the association between vulnerability and women (Jaji 2009).   

        When the SMA officials were asked open questions about gender, sex, equality, 

vulnerability, and life conditions (without asking specifically about women), they presented 

countless examples of contexts where women experience hardship and suffering. It seemed as most 

of the respondents were aware of women’s experiences of men’s violence against them, prostitution, 

human trafficking, rape, genital mutilation, honor and forced marriage. Such narratives are the 

largest in number and originated both before and after the focus on male experiences were 

introduced during the interviews. For instance, an asylum unit manager brought forward that 

“women experience injustice, especially from their husbands.” (R5). Such statements display 

women as vulnerable, oppressed victims (Cudd & Andreasen, 2005, 331; Gunnarsson, 2011, 24-

25; MacKenzie, 2009, 206; Shepherd 2006, 25-26; Stearns 2008, 166, 174). This also shows how 

women are (easier) constructed as victims which, agreeing with Allstopp (2018, 2), could serve to 

the understanding of them as more ‘true’ refugees.   

          In addition, it was fairly common for the respondents to bring forward women’s 

need of protection as a form of vulnerability when discussing why women to a lesser extent are 

deported. A previous asylum caseworker suggested that “Women without a male network, for 

example in Somalia or Afghanistan, are very, very exposed” (R3). Such statements “builds upon 

already established grids of intelligibility intrinsically connected to the project of race” (Moffette & 

Vadasaria, 2016, 293). When discussing the surplus of men seeking asylum in Sweden, one previous 

asylum caseworker explained that the girls cannot go alone since “they must have a man with them.” 
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(R7). Such statements are seemingly relying on notions of ‘helplessness’ amongst refugees (Mannik 

2012; Malkki 1996), placing them in a category of ‘protected’ (Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 118). 

The women’s articulated need for protection places them in a ‘passive’ and ‘vulnerable’ category 

which corresponds with how the ‘genuine’ refugee is conceptualized amongst NGO advocates and 

politics (Griffiths 2015, 468).    

  The impression that women are missing in the governing documents and/or in the 

asylum investigation is also well established in both interviews and the SMA official documents. 

An asylum decision-maker and LGBTQ-expert is one of those who voiced concern that “there are 

many women who have been forgotten.” (R9).  It is noteworthy that several of these documents 

are written especially about women and that none of them center around the (gendered) male 

experience. Women are considered to not “speak as much.” (R11). Indeed, also in these narratives, 

women are portrayed as ‘passive’ (Griffiths 2015, 468, but also as ‘voiceless’ (Mannik 2012; Malkki 

1996). Three respondents seemed, on the contrary, to believe that “It is more often men who have 

the [asylum] reasons.” (R3).  

           Many of the SMA officials’ narratives of refugee women portrays women as 

controlled and lacking freedom, which arguably fits the stereotype of the refugee man as 

authoritarian and illiberal (Griffiths 2015, 473). This is illustrated by an asylum decision-maker who 

said:    

But most of them have living conditions that differ enormously […] Afghanistan for 

example, it can be difficult for [women] to go out [themselves], [they] are not allowed 

to dress the way [they] want, [they] are not allowed to meet which men or women 

[they] want. [They] are constantly monitored and it is not just Afghanistan, it is so in 

very many countries. The living conditions for the women we meet here […] usually 

have a greater responsibility for children and families. […] But their freedom, […] it is 

very different from […] But if it is from large parts of the Muslim world, there is a 

difference. (R8).   

It seems like the refugee women in these statements are portrayed along lines of ‘third world women’ 

as religious, poor, family-oriented, ignorant, tradition-bound and uneducated (Mohanty 1984, 337, 

352f). The women are also discursively placed in the private sphere (Mascini & van Bochove 2009) 

at “home” (R8), with the “family” (R12), “dependent on the men” (R11), or lacking “clear social 

context and activity” (R15). When discussing some of the countries where refugees origin from, a 

previous asylum caseworker claimed that “women are much lower in the hierarchy” (R14). This 

brings back Mascini and van Bochove (2009, 112, 120) idea that women more clearly fit into to 

figure of defenseless victims of ‘patriarchal domination’. The ‘Swedish gender exceptionalism’ 

(Martinsson et al., 2016) is in fact regularly accompanied by ideas of ‘bad patriarchies’ placed in 
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distant locations and racialized bodies (Keskinen, Tuori, Mulinari & Irni 2009, 5). One of the 

asylum caseworkers illustrated this by stating that:  

Sweden is so different as a country globally, so we are very, very different.  […] Sweden 
is up here in the corner [on a scale], atheist and freedom. We are the most extreme of 
all. […] which is very equal in many ways. Where we urge women to be independent, 
to have opinions and to express them. (R16).  

Here, the Swedish culture is indeed discursively designed as women-friendly, secular, and respectful 

of individuality whereas the asylum-seekers are seen as patriarchal, religious and living in collectivist 

cultures (Martinsson et al 2016, 12). Such representations might help “bolster notions of cultural 

superiority and redraw the civilizational line between an inherently violent and barbaric Muslim east 

and a democratic, gender equal, and nonviolent secular west” (Olwan 2013, 535).   

  

VULNERABLE MEN   

While the interview answers to open questions about gender emanated to direct, secure and diverse 

answers about female vulnerability, the SMA officials took more time to think, provided more 

unsure answers and were sometimes silent or laughing when specifically asked about male 

vulnerability. When the respondents were guided to answer questions about men specifically and 

their vulnerability, several thematic answers were inevitably identified, those being; ‘LGBTQ’, 

‘military service’, ‘human exploitation and trafficking’, and ‘sexual violence’.   

The answers to question 17-18 (see Appendix 1) illustrate how the respondents were  

surprised by the very question of men’s vulnerability. In fact, the majority were first very silent, and 

three respondents laughed when asked this question. This demonstrates what is thought of as the 

‘natural thing’ in a given situation (Neumann 2008, 62). The SMA state agents seemingly had a hard 

time recognizing or coming up with any vulnerabilities, at least at first: “It is a little still in my head” 

(R12). When the respondents were asked whether male vulnerability was something employees at 

the SMA discussed when talking about gender and equality, all but one stated that such discussions 

did not occur: “No, I would probably say in such cases womens vulnerability. Not men.” (R1). It 

seems like refugee men’s “particular vulnerabilities do not count” (Sözer 2019, 23). One respondent 

did however remember that some people in her crew were especially interested in these issues, and 

she recalled a refugee man who had to pretend to go to work in front of his family because of the 

shame he felt of not having a job. Later, the respondents were asked if there is reason to take into 

account men's vulnerable position, to which almost all respondents replied ‘yes’ although with 

various emphasis including hesitation and/or what I read as them saying yes to not seem politically 



MASCULINITY, MIGRATION AND MARGINALIZATION   
_________________________________________________________________________________________   

  

48  

  

incorrect7. It was common for the respondents to accompany male vulnerability with words such 

as “if”, “too”, “also”, “but” and “even” which reasonably strengthens the dominant discourse of 

female vulnerability.   

           When answering how men could be considered especially vulnerable, a pattern of 

replying LGBTQ could be identified8. For example, an asylum decision-maker and legal expert 

stated that “Yes, if you are LGBTQI” (R12), and a previous asylum caseworker for deportation 

and returns imagines that “as a gay man […] you encounter more problem.” (R17). Another 

frequently discussed topic for male vulnerability and protection reasons for men is military service, 

see for instance: “It could be that they risk military service” (R12). While this is an identified risk 

in the SMA official material, the respondent's usage of terms such as “risk”, “exposed”, “vulnerable” 

when discussing men were otherwise extraordinary rare during the interviews. For instance, an 

asylum decision-maker expressed that it is “only men who are allowed to do military service” (R8). 

Human trafficking and exploitation were also regularly discussed topics, see for example how an 

asylum decision-maker and LGBTQ-expert responded to the question about particular male 

vulnerability:  

of course there is a lot of human trafficking also with men. Maybe mainly for work or 
maybe drugs or something. But it is a different type of human trafficking for women. 
(R9).  

An asylum caseworker, on the other hand, who when discussing human exploitation in Sweden 

thought that it is “worse for men who have it harder, actually.” (R2). When asked how the self-

sufficiency requirement in Sweden might have affected male asylum seekers, one asylum 

operational expert answered:  

Very negative. I think they come here and are extremely stressed as it is over having 

left their entire homeland, everything they know, I think they are terribly stressed 

regardless, and then they come here and cannot support their family because they get 

no jobs. And once they get a job, it is not directly the most well-paid jobs [they] get. 

So I think it is a terrible vicious circle for them. And then maybe also know that it is 

they who have the entire burden of the family getting a permanent residence permit. 

(R4).  

Men’s vulnerability is also engaged with in the context of sexual and/or honor related violence. An 

asylum decision-maker and legal expert exemplified with “Bachi bazi in Afghanistan […] boys who 

are dressed as girls and raped because the Taliban are not allowed to be in the same room as a 

woman.” (R12). When the gender educator at the SMA reflected on men who speak up about 

 
7 See ‘Validity and Reliability in Chapter 5. 
8 The fact that LGBTQ was mentioned when the SMA employees spoke about male vulnerability was analyzed in 

Chapter 7 in the section on ‘Subordinate Masculinities’.  
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sexual abuse, they said that “it has turned out that they have been more exposed. But not really.” 

(R19). Boys seemed easier to include in the category of male vulnerability, see for instance how an 

asylum unit manager answered question 18 (see Appendix 1): “Unaccompanied children. It iss 

almost only men. Or boys. Gigantic exposed in every possible way.” (R5). Some respondents also 

mention vulnerability amongst men who are politically active; generational punishment, armed 

conflict, kidnapping, and torture are also reasons SMA officers brought up for men to flee. While 

in the asylum process, a decision-maker and LGBTQ-expert identified men as a more vulnerable 

group in the decisions of expulsion since “the legislator does not show the same consideration for 

men, if they are alone” (R9). Two respondents brought up mental health for example involving 

“trauma from war” (R5) and men’s reluctance to “need any help.” (R16).    

           It is important to note, however, that not all respondents waited for the researcher’s 

questions about men to guide them towards discussions about male vulnerability. Indeed, apart 

from others mentioning LGBTQ, two respondents exemplified male vulnerability when asked 

open questions about gender. An asylum operational expert brought forward exposure to Bacha 

Bazi in Afghanistan, vulnerability with the military, exposure to crime, kidnappings and rapes. A 

previous asylum caseworker said: 

Men have also suffered when they came […] into society since they were used to a 
different order. When they came here, then maybe they felt that they did not get a job 
and nothing and then they became nothing for a while before they created another 
identity […]. So it's not easy I think to come as a family. (R7).  

However, these statements reflect only a small fragment of the discussions on male vulnerability 

which otherwise mainly occurred only when the respondents were specifically asked about it.   

           This chapter has reflected the insights of the feminist post-colonial scholarship 

charted in Chapter 4 and found that the overarching grid of intelligibility that informs the SMA’s 

perception of the migration, masculinity and vulnerability nexus seem to rely upon the assumption, 

one the one hand, of racialized women as vulnerable in need of protection and, on the other hand, 

of racialized men as patriarchal and invulnerable. The potential consequences this might have for 

the understanding and determination of protection needs will unfold in the next chapter.   
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 CHAPTER 9: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE ASYLUM PROCESS  

_______________________________________________________  

This chapter discusses how the intertwined and mutually dependent gendered and racialized 

representations of refugee threat and vulnerability might affect the evaluation and processing of 

asylum claims at the SMA. When asked if there is reason to consider men’s special vulnerability in 

the asylum process, one asylum operational expert captured much of what this chapter will unpack, 

namely that:  

[…] it gets very misleading when, and especially in the asylum process where we assess 

whether a person needs protection, and we attach great importance to the fact that it 

is women who are vulnerable while we rarely see that men are vulnerable. […]. Men, 

perhaps we see more that they themselves have contributed to the situation, we do not 

see them as victims in the same way as we may do a little too much with women. It is 

easier to automatically see a woman as a victim, than a man. And it is very dangerous 

when we have to sit and assess whether someone needs protection. […] I think we risk 

that those who need and have the right to protection actually do not get it. (R4).     

While the answer above is significant, most respondents did not share such insights with me. Some 

did, however, posit certain risks with missing when men signal vulnerability in the interviews or 

with missing nuances in their stories. The gender coordinator reasoned that the SMA might “carry 

norms that make us not ask [about particular issues]” (R20) and the gender educator said that they 

might “miss men who need protection due to their gender.” (R19). The gender educator’s first 

reaction to the question was however: “what do you mean? In relation to women, or? Or in general?” 

(R19). As such, the latter response could be seen as an example of what I discussed in the validity 

and reliability section in Chapter 5, as the answers seemed to be formulated in an attempt to not 

sound “politically incorrect”.  Two respondents, however, mentioned that men face more 

difficulties making their asylum story credible, and that their vulnerability may be burdensome to 

speak about. An asylum caseworker voiced that men may be underprioritized in some way: “if you 

only invest in making women and children visible, and not men, then you risk ending up in the 

second ditch, so to speak. […] it is rarely the case that people talk much about men's vulnerability.” 

(R16). It is noteworthy that all such statements occurred at the very end of the interviews i.e. after 

my focus on male vulnerability had been revealed. The meaning of these statements (such as the 

discursive relationship between vulnerability and gender, ‘missing signals’, not asking about certain 

issues, the ability to make asylum claims probable, vulnerability in voicing vulnerability) and their 

potential legal consequences will be discussed in the next section.   

  
POTENTIAL IMPLICATIONS FOR THE ASYLUM PROCESS  
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THE RESPONSIBILITY TO MAKE PROBALE AND THE OBLIGATION TO ESTIMATE FEAR 

Since asylum decisions rely profoundly on migrants’ own narratives of subjective fear, their ability 

and room to share such fear with asylum officers, combined with the SMA officials’ capacity to ask 

about and notice it, is crucial for the determination of asylum claims.   

The room to make profound fear probable is arguably challenging for the asylum- 

seeker if the state agents’ pre-understandings of his ‘credibility’ and ‘truthfulness’ is interpreted 

through racial prejudice. Considering men’s reluctance to exhibit vulnerability and to report 

‘weakness’ (Stanko & Hobdell, 1993, 400) along with the stigma associated with suffering (Allsopp 

2018, 3) and “weakness” being considered unmanly when men cannot live up to be the man 

in/with/of power (Charsley & Liversage, 2015, 504), it is reasonable to assume that refugee men’s 

ability to express profound fear of persecution is quite limited. In fact, studies have documented 

the difficulties men have in inhabiting a marginalized position when exposed to risks (Herz 2017, 

36). The seriousness of this lies in how hegemonic masculinity – that idealizes strong and 

independent men – can be as oppressive for men, who fail to enact honorable masculine features 

(Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, 832) as it is oppressive for women (Cornwall 1997, 11). Migrant 

men arguably struggle more to perform such attributes as their racialized manliness subordinates 

them against hegemonic masculinity (Staples, 1982, 7). In this sense, men may even experience the 

gender regime as stricter than women (Holter, 2003, 114) since they have less space to acknowledge 

vulnerability (Huijsmans 2014, 336), in the asylum process.   

In addition, the official's capacity to estimate profound fear could arguably depend  

on four main aspects. First, their awareness of the different vulnerabilities to ask for. Second, their 

consciousness of the obstacles migrant men might have in displaying vulnerabilities. Third, their 

understanding of the ‘truthfulness’ of the applicants’ claims (Griffiths 2015, 471). And, finally, their 

notion of the ‘of the applicant’s deservingness’ (Eule et al 2019b, 216; Eule 2014b, 133). Hence, it 

seems crucial that asylum officials (a) are familiar also with gender specific vulnerabilities that apply 

(also) to men, (b) realize the normative restrictions in displaying vulnerability that accompany 

expectations of male gender roles and masculinity, and (c) hold an impartial position and/or 

awareness of dominant discourse that might influence their decisions. The results of this study 

indicate that asylum officers, managers, legal or gender experts lack important knowledge about 

the vulnerabilities of men and have insufficient understandings about the difficulties men might 

have of disclosing vulnerability. While (a) and (b) are discussed in the following paragraphs, (c) 

requires a separate section to discuss vulnerability as a mechanism of asylum governance.   
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           The fact that the street-level bureaucrats at the SMA could present countess 

examples of female disadvantage, and did not, or struggled a lot to, identify male disadvantage is 

one of the examples that speaks to SMA’s lack of awareness of gendered specific vulnerabilities for 

refugee men. Presuming that all meaning, articulated in e.g. (lack of) utterances, has effect 

(Esaiasson, 2017, 211f), it is reasonable to assume that this silence (Kronsell 2006, 115) on men 

and their vulnerabilities could translate into absence (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 9) of noticing, asking 

or considering such vulnerabilities. Perhaps even more so considering how the silence was often 

accompanied by an understanding of refugee men as norm and in an already privileged position in 

the asylum process. The assumption that all men are equally visible (Cohen 2005) might then result 

in inadequately recognized vulnerabilities and migrant masculinities becoming marginalized. Since 

migrant masculinities are not framed as multidirectional intersectional social phenomena (Wojnicka 

2019, 285), state agents might miss that, in the case of migrant men, the perceived advantage may 

be cancelled out by their subordinated racial position (Staples 1982, 7).   

 

VULNERABILITY AS A MECHANISM OF ASYLUM DETERMINATION  

Since vulnerability is considered a mechanism of asylum governance, and protection tends to 

depend on how you score in a ‘vulnerability contest’ (Turner 2019a, 1f), the question of who is 

perceived as vulnerable (Eule et al 2019b, 216; Eule 2014b, 133) is vital for understanding the 

determination of asylum-seekers' need for state protection. The dichotomous relation constructed 

between racialized masculine threat and feminine victimhood arguably tightens migrant men’s 

possibilities to be perceived as included in categories of vulnerability. This is evident in the different 

masculinities identified in this thesis: the capable, protective, opportunistic and oppressive which 

all to various degrees represent the opposite of vulnerability, because they are considered (i) able 

to handle and cope by themselves, thus not needing help, (ii) protectors and not protected, thus 

the opposite to vulnerable, (iii) un-deserving of protection because they are opportunistic and 

because they are oppressive, and (iiii) un-credible because they are opportunistic and fraudulent.  

           Thus, what informs the SMA’s perception of the migration, masculinity and 

vulnerability nexus seems to, on the one hand rely upon the assumption of racialized women as 

vulnerable in need of protection and, on the other hand, of racialized men as patriarchal and 

invulnerable. The representations of racialized feminine vulnerability and masculine threat that 

emerged in my sample of interview and official document data, I suggest, form the overarching 

grids of intelligibility underpinning the interpretation of men in the asylum process. The distinct 

correlation between the four masculinities identified (excluding subordinate) makes refugee men 
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and vulnerability/victimhood two culturally conflicting categories (Durfee, 2011, 317). 

Consequently, and arguably, it might exclude men from the category of those deemed in need of 

protection.   

When the protection right of a person is processes, evaluated and determined, the  

decision-maker's perception of ‘genuine’ vulnerable female applicants and ‘bogus’ invulnerable 

male applicants further seems crucial. This study found significant tilting towards framing the 

‘genuine’ refugee as voiceless, helpless and suffering (Mannik 2012, 263f; Malkki (1996, 378ff), 

passive, law-abiding, vulnerable (Griffiths 2015, 468) and in need of ‘protection’ (Mascini & van 

Bochove 2009, 118). The women thus seemed easier read as ‘true’ victims. Since men seemed 

largely intertwined with discourses of ‘bogus’ refugees who could lie, cheat the system, be 

dangerous, violent, opportunistic or fraudulent (Griffiths 2015, 472f), it could be argued that the 

migration agents' usage of law is not consistent (Eule et al 2019e, 62). When decisions are based on 

the assessment of the truthfulness or ‘credibility’ of the asylum seeker Griffiths (2015, 371), and 

when male asylum-seeker are suspected of being violent, oppressive, fraudulent, or opportunistic, 

as this study shows, their recognized ‘deservingness’ of protection arguably decrease.   

In summary, if refugeehood is a vulnerability contest’ wherein access to protection  

is determined once state actors or recognize refugees as ‘vulnerable’ (Turner 2019a, 1f), male 

migrants who are not read as vulnerable could risk not accessing protection from persecution and 

armed conflict.   
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CHAPTER 10: MIGRATION, MASCULINITY AND MARGINALIZATION  

_______________________________________________________  

  

DISCUSSION  

This thesis exhibited how refugee men are depicted as more threatening (Holmes & Castañeda 2016, 

18) – expressed through ideas about their inferior cultural practices, attitudes, and values (Every & 

Augoustinos 2007, 413). When condemning ‘bad patriarchal’ structures in the Global South, the 

“civilizational line between an inherently violent and barbaric Muslim east and a democratic, gender 

equal, and nonviolent secular west” is reproduced (Olwan 2013, 535). In this sense, granting asylum 

to what the SMA considers victims of patriarchal domination (women, children, and homosexual 

men) would provide Western powers, such as Sweden, the opportunity to express their ‘moral 

superiority’ in relation to the underdeveloped South (Mascini & van Bochove 2009, 118).   

          By identifying invisible structural relations of dominance, power, control, and 

discrimination that manifests through language or in discourse (Wodak 2001, 2), the result of this 

study agrees with Das’ (2004, 225) skepticism towards the notion of a rational Western State 

inherent in the Occident versus Orient paradigm. Rather than ‘them’ (racialized male asylum 

seekers) being intolerant and irrational, this study exhibits how the SMA determination process of 

protection claims might be built on stereotyped bigotry fantasies rather than on objectivity, fairness, 

equality (Eule et al 2019b, 188), liberty and democracy – the very defining characteristics of modern 

civility and whiteness. The risk when men’s vulnerability is overlooked in asylum-decisions is that 

people who do need protection may be wrongfully expelled towards persecution or armed conflicts.   

          The social structures and processes (Wodak 2001, 2f) that influenced the SMA 

official texts and statements are arguably ‘colonial modernity’ in which race (Moffette & Vadasaria, 

2016, 292) and gender are the organizing principles. Under modern colonial rule, racial schemas 

were needed for the establishment of exclusions and inclusions between the ‘civilized’ and 

‘uncivilized’, the ‘deserving’ and the ‘un-deserving’ of rights, which relied upon the distinction of 

certain bodies as inferior and incapable of autonomy, morality, and reason (Moffette & Vadasaria, 

2016, 295).   

           In summary, this thesis has analyzed how the dominant SMA narrative of male 

asylum-seekers centers around (a) their ability to cope with hardship, (b) their obligation to protect 

their families, (c) suspicion of them making fraudulent asylum claims, (d) imaginaries of them as 

oppressive, particularly patriarchal, and/or (e) non-gendered subjects. Their perceived 
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invulnerability is evident on several levels: both in descriptions about the men themselves, in the 

binary reflection of the extensive focus on vulnerability amongst refugee women and through the 

placement of subordinated masculinities, i.e., LGBTQ-persons, in the category of vulnerability. 

Performing such discourses in social action could arguably violate impartial (Carpenter 2003, 2005) 

decisions and ultimately result in marginality if state agents consistently deprioritize men in need of 

support (Wyss 2018, 121f). Considering Mascini and van Bochove’s (2009, 112) study, it might also 

pave the way towards smaller success rate for men in the asylum procedures and thus structurally 

and systematically violating international law. Consequently, and recalling Winnett, Furman and 

Enterline (2012, 323), it could lead to ineffective protection and ability to address suffering.   

          Although discourse cannot determine action completely (Neumann 2008, 62), 

discourse do inform practice (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 9) and for validity reasons, this thesis 

employed Wodak’s methodical triangulation (Meyer 2001, 30) in which a broad range of empirical 

data was used with a multi-methodical design acquiring case narratives, documents and statistics 

through both textual analysis and semi-structured interviews. The thesis accounts for the (1) actual 

language and what words were used in the texts (for example the silence on men), (2) intertextual 

nexus between articulations (such as the links between vulnerability and different gender types), (3) 

‘context of situation’ (including the establish messiness of migration law enforcement) explained 

by middle-range theories (such as CMS), and (4) broader socio-political and historical contexts 

(such as Global North and South relations and ‘colonial modernity’) (Meyer 2001, 29).     

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

This contribution to masculinity research critically analyzed those responsible (Wodak, 2001, 1; 

Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 63) for asylum-decision making, and whilst taking perspective with those 

who have or may suffer (ibid.) unjust asylum processes and rulings, this study has challenged 

traditional gender stereotypes of racialized men as threatening. The administration of asylum claims 

has and will matter substantially for the lives and life conditions of the millions of people involved 

in displacement around the world. This thesis has therefore identified, described, and analyzed how 

gatekeepers of state borders in Sweden, along with gender coordinators, gender equality experts 

and educators, lack satisfactory realizations about male asylum-seekers’ vulnerabilities. The findings 

indicate that SMA discourses about men as ‘non-gendered’-, ‘capable’-, ‘opportunistic’-, 

‘protecting’-, and/or ‘oppressive’-subjects might negatively impact these men’s perceived belonging 

in the category of state granted protection. By demonstrating the absence of narratives about the 

particular vulnerabilities’ men can endure in the asylum process, and by discussing how the 
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masculinity discourses above risk marginalize migrant men, this thesis has identified and displayed 

the inadequately recognized vulnerabilities that seems to characterize the masculinity, migration 

and marginalization nexus in statements by SMA officials and in official texts by the Swedish 

Migration Agency.  

  

LOOKING ADEAD  

The issues raised in this thesis could be immensely scrutinized by correlating its findings with data 

regarding the questions asked during asylum investigation, along with officers' motivations for and 

the final decisions on asylum cases at migration agencies. In addition, it seems scientific research 

could benefit from further exploration in this field, particularly, I suggest, with regards to the 

Swedish self-sufficiency requirement legislation that conditionalizes residence permits and family 

reunification with employment. Such research could perhaps examine what impact this law has on 

refugee men’s conditions in the Swedish labor market with reference to the normative pressure on 

them, as men, to protect and provide for their families.   
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Respondent No. 14. (2021 February). Previous Asylum Caseworker in an Application Unit at the Swedish 

Migration Agency. Personal communication: Interview.  

Respondent No. 15. (2021 February). Previous Asylum Caseworker in an Determination Unit at the Swedish 

Migration Agency. Personal communication: Interview.  

Respondent No. 16. (2021 March). Asylum Caseworker in an Application Unit at the Swedish Migration 

Agency. Personal communication: Interview.  

Respondent No. 17. (2021 February). Previous Asylum Caseworker in a Return/Deportation Unit at the 

Swedish Migration Agency. Personal communication: Interview.  

Respondent No. 19. (2021 March). Gender Educator, Lecturer and Expert. Press and Communications 

Manager as well as previous Gender Coordinator the Swedish Migration Agency Personal 

communication: Interview.  

Respondent No. 20. (2021 March). Gender Equality Expert, Gender Coordinator, Operational Expert in a 

National Operative Unit at the Swedish Migration Agency Personal communication: 

Interview.   
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APPENDIX  

_______________________________________________________  
  

APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW GUIDE  

INTRODUCTION.........................................................................................................................................................................  

1. What is/was your role at the Swedish Migration Agency?  

2. Did you attend/run any vocational training/educations or competence courses by the 

Swedish Migration Agency? Did these contain any information or discussions about sex 

and gender?   

BLOCK ONE......................................................................................................................................................................................  

3. The Swedish Migration Agency has worked to strengthen its work with gender through the 

so-called gender mainstreaming - what have you gained from this work about how 

gender/sex and migration/asylum are related?  

4. Why should the Swedish Migration Agency work with gender mainstreaming? What are the 

important issues?  

5. What has the Swedish Migration Agency achieved so far with this work and what remains?  

6. Is there something missing in gender mainstreaming?  

7. What is the gender-specific living conditions of those seeking asylum?  

8. A colleague has mentioned an official note called ‘special needs’  – do you know about it 

and what is usually included in these notes?  

BLOCK TWO.......................................................................................................................................................................................  

9. I am particularly interested in the position of men in the asylum process, what do you think 

about it?  

10. There are a lot more men than women seeking asylum in Sweden - what are your thoughts 

on that?  

11. The gender mainstreaming rapport shows that there are differences between how women's 

and men's asylum applications are handled and assessed – men's asylum applications are 

assessed in more detail and more well motivated. What do you think may be the reason?  

12. Are there any differences between how women and men behave in the asylum process, 

such as how their stories are designed?  

13. In the gender mainstreaming rapport, it is written about women and men's different living 

conditions and needs – what do they consist of?  

14. Men are deported to a greater extent than women – what may be the reason?  

15. Has the new legislation from 2016 on temporary residence permits and self-sufficiency 

requirements affected the living conditions of men or asylum seekers in a gender-specific 

matter?  

16. Do women and men experience different forms of vulnerability? What sets them apart?  

BLOCK THREE.......................................................................................................................................................................................  

17. What special protection claims can men have?  

18. In what contexts in the asylum process can men be considered particularly vulnerable?  
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19. Are questions about men's vulnerability something that is discussed in gender or equality 

discussions at the Swedish Migration Agency?  

20. Is there reason to consider men's particularly vulnerable position?   

21. What does it mean for the asylum process if men are not considered vulnerable? 

 


