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 The only thing for the triumph of evil is for good [people] to do nothing - Disputed Origin 

  

Abstract 

With the derogatory political discourse by Donald Trump calling the Covid-19 pandemic the 

“China Virus,” and the “Wuhan Flu” there has been perceived increase in stigmatization, and 

discrimination towards Asian diaspora abroad. Shocking events have occurred in regard to Asian 

hate where within the US a Thai man was fatally assaulted in San Francisco (Fuller 2021); in the 

UK a Singaporean student was physically assaulted (Rawlinson and Quinn 2020); and in Sweden 

a couple were physically assaulted on the Stockholm metro to name a few (The Local 2020).  

Within this backdrop of discrimination towards Asians abroad, there has also been limited 

academic research on the stigmatization of Asians in Sweden during Covid-19 outside the work 

of Jansson and Ihijji (2021). This thesis aims to add to existing research by telling the stories of 

those who self-identify as Asian who have experienced stigmatization during Covid-19, observe 

how the concept of passing as (white) Swedish is relevant to the case, and to find potential 

solutions to end Asian stigmatization within the Swedish context from the perspective of the 

interviewees. Therefore, ten in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted, and then analyzed 

through a grounded theory approach with some elements of thematic analysis. 

 

The results found that stigmatization of self-identified Asians was found with varying degrees of 

severity ranging from physical violence, avoidance in public, to coughing when passing by. 

Passing as (white) Swedish was observed to how stigma was avoided, and lastly some solutions 

to end Asian stigmatization was addressing passivity, avoiding gaslighting, and (re)education. 
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1.    Introduction 

At the end of 2019 on December 31st, the World Health Organization (WHO) was informed of 

the first cases of the Covid-19 outbreak in the city of Wuhan China (WHO 2021). The WHO 

Director-General later declared on March 11th, 2020, that the outbreak globally could be 

categorized as a pandemic, with more than 118,000 cases reported in 114 countries (WHO 

2021). Until today Covid-19 is still an ongoing concern that cannot be disregarded or forgotten 

as the number of infections and death rate caused by the virus are still occurring. At the start of 

the pandemic, there were concerns about biased narratives against China and Asians by the 

Western media. One major concern was the bigoted rhetoric utilized by Donald Trump under his 

former presidency using terms like, “Chinese Virus” or “Kung Flu” (Chiu 2020). Trump argued 

when confronted about his rhetoric, “...I had to call it where it came from. It did come from 

China… So, I think it’s a very accurate term” (Chiu 2020). The concerns about such political 

rhetoric, through a Critical Discourse Analysis perspective, are the real-world implications when 

high political figureheads cause stigma towards individuals who conflate Covid-19 with Chinese 

people. This type of practice directly goes against the WHO 2015 Best Practices for the Naming 

of New Human Infectious Diseases policy document and was specifically the purpose for the 

official naming of Covid-19 for the disease and SARS-CoV-2 for the virus itself (WHO 2015; 

WHO 2020). Naming the disease Covid-19 was intended to avoid any forms of prejudice, 

discrimination, or any unnecessary harmful association of the virus to a specific place, group, or 

ethnicity, which Trump had purposively ignored (Chiu 2020). 

Such rhetoric has had real world implications as seen with the rise in violence towards Asian-

Americans with notable cases such as a ‘lethal assault on a Thai man in San Francisco (Fuller 

2021), pushing a 91-year-old man in Oakland’s Chinatown (Lim 2021), and an 89-year-old 

whose back was set on fire with lighter fluid’ (WABC 2020; Original Sources found in Cai, 

Burch, and Patel 2021). On a broader scale, stigmatization towards Asians, and violence has 

been observed in other countries such as the UK, the US, and other European contexts such as 

Brussels (see Rawlinson and Quinn 2020; Cabral 2021; The Brussels Times 2020). To prevent 

discriminatory acts of violence towards Asians during Covid-19 human rights activists have 

utilized the momentum of #BlackLivesMatter, to also promote the general #StopAsianHate 

movement (Moon 2021). This movement has also manifested previously in smaller forms of 

support as seen with the French #JeNeSuisPasUnVirus movement (Fouché 2020) translated to 

#IAmNotAVirus. Despite having a smaller international outreach compared to the 

#StopAsianHate tagline, they are both supporting the same cause. Within these movements some 

actors have taken it upon themselves to establish various forms of activism, reporting, 

monitoring, and offering assistance through support groups. One large player in this regard is the 

Stop AAPI Hate Coalition (2020) who has established a support network for reporting and 

offering assistance throughout the United States. The coalition consists of collaboration between 

Asian Pacific Policy & Planning Council, Chinese for Affirmative Action, and San Francisco 
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State University to document, inform, and allow a platform for reporting acts of discrimination 

with the ultimate goal of stopping hatred against Asian-American, and Pacific Islanders. Thus far 

the coalition has received from the time period of ‘March 19th, 2020 to June 30th, 2021 - 9,081 

reported incidents of racism and discrimination targeting Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders 

in the United States’ (Stop AAPI Hate Coalition 2021, p.13).  

To conceptualize these acts of violence can be done through the concept of Stigmatization. 

Stigmatization is a concept that became popularized through Evring Goffman with the 

publication of the book Stigma: Spoiled Identity in 1986. Throughout sociology, psychology, 

anthropology, and other social sciences the theoretical exploration of stigma has been a useful 

conceptual tool for unpacking various social phenomena throughout our world. Useful in a 

conceptual sense to comprehend how individuals may become marked as ‘other’ in relation to 

the non-stigmatized, through a blemish of character, body, or group identity. We are aware of the 

Asian hate related cases that had occurred in the United States, The United Kingdom, and 

Belgium to name a few. However, with the track record of Sweden in the past letting in 

immigrants and asylum seekers from various countries such as the 1992-1995 Bosnian war, 2001 

Afghan war, and 2014 Syrian conflict, made Sweden an interesting case as the country became a 

melting pot of cultures, and people from diverse parts of the world. The situation may imply that 

cultural clashes may occur, not only between the predominantly (white) Swedish society and the 

non-white immigrants, but also among different ethnic groups within the non-white immigrant 

communities. Especially with the rise of right-wing populism in Sweden since 2014 where 

Sverigedemokraterna, and their anti-immigration rhetoric, became the third largest party circling 

around 20% in opinion polls (DN/Ipsos 2021). This paper seeks to further add to existing 

research through the stigma theory, done via interviews conducted during the Covid-19 

pandemic in Sweden on individuals who identify as Asian, and who have experienced 

stigmatization. 
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1.1 Aim and Research Questions 

Aim: 

The overarching aim was to add to existing research and to notify the public from the voices of 

those who have been affected by Asian stigmatization during the Covid-19 pandemic. To 

actualize this aim three components were mentioned, 1) tell their story of stigma, 2) critique 

passing as (white) Swedish, and 3) identify and discuss potential solutions to end Asian 

stigmatization according to the interlocuters.  

Research Questions: 

1)  Have individuals that self-identify as Asian experienced stigmatization during the Covid-

19 pandemic in Sweden? If so, how have they experienced stigmatization through an 

intersectional lens? 

2) How has the theoretical concept of ‘passing’ according to Goffman’s tribal stigmatization 

(1986) and Ahmed’s phenomenology of whiteness in terms of passing as (white) Swedish been 

related to the stigmatization of individuals of Asian identity? 

3) What are potential solutions to end stigmatization of individuals of Asian identity from 

the perspective of the affected individuals? 

 

1.2 Background 

The inspirational desire of the study stemmed from the incident in 2021 when Evelyn Mok, an 

Asian-Swedish comedian, was followed and verbally harassed in Hisingen in Göteborg Sweden 

(Mok 2021). The immediate response to the event was originally posted on Instagram as a 

warning towards Asians in the Hisingen area to be cautious of any potential violence or hate 

crimes that might occur in that region. This was also a stance to inform the public that 

stigmatization is happening towards Asians in Sweden, where this was not the only case 

observed. Previously Teri-Annes' 15-year-old daughter was asked to leave a tram car in 

Gothenburg, for fear of spreading the virus to other passengers (Elmervik 2020). Another 

example involved physical violence against a Chinese man and his girlfriend on a metro in 

Stockholm, as they were harassed by calling out “Chinese virus” when wearing masks, and asked 

to, “take off the f***ing mask” (The Local 2020). Another case also happened on the Stockholm 

metro, where Yuhua Liu and her daughter were surrounded by two men who aggressively 

questioned if her daughter came from China and harassed them (Rönnqvist 2020).  
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The reason why Mok's example was significant was because her post helped raise awareness that 

stigmatization against Asians in Sweden exists and needs to be addressed in serious manners. 

The vital attribute was that her social media platform enabled other victims of Asian 

stigmatization to voice up their painful experiences outside of traditional Swedish news media. 

This paper aims to look outside of news media through independent interviews to bring a more 

academic analysis into the subject of stigmatization of Asians. Jansson and Ihijji conducted very 

important work on Asian stigma in their thesis (2021) with similar theoretical lenses as this 

paper. However the author argues that more work needs to be conducted on the subject to 

promote integration and change in Swedish society as a whole to; A) report acts of 

discrimination to provide stronger official statistics to avoid underreporting, B) that victims of 

stigmatization need to have their voices heard, and most importantly C) to establish a community 

support network, and to teach (white) Swedish society about this issue to strengthen a support 

network to find and punish perpetrators and eventually bring restorative justice (Centre for 

Justice & Reconciliation 2021). To stop stigmatization of Asians can be done via encouraging 

more research on the subject, and to build further cases from the voices from self-identified 

Asians in Sweden, which this thesis aims to fulfill. Naturally, independent research projects such 

as Jansson and Ihijji (2021) are both supported and encouraged. Through applied research 

contribution perspective, this thesis aims to increase awareness and further knowledge on the 

subject.  

Sweden has a reporting framework for discrimination through the platform of Diskriminerings 

Ombudsmannen (DO) (2021a), however the platform may not be as renowned comparatively. 

During the period of January 18th, 2021 to July 2nd, 2021 only eight reports of specifically 

ethnic discrimination classified in conjunction with Covid-19 was observed on their platform 

(Diskriminerings Ombudsmannen 2021c). This can be explained that not all crimes are reported 

to DO as some reports are directly handled by the Swedish police, other NGOs, or when LGBTQ 

individuals are being discriminated, they can turn to the organization Riksförbundet för 

homosexuellas, bisexuellas, transpersoners, queeras och intersexpersoners rättigheter (RFSL) 

(Polisen 2019; Diskriminerings Ombudsmannen 2021b; RFSL 2021). In line with other reporting 

methods, the author also argues that the level of reported incidents are lower than officially 

stated due to; A) the person who was affected may not want to relive their experience, B) there 

may be inadequate knowledge on how to report the issue, C) not all reports received into DO 

registry may be classified as discrimination in the Diskrimineringslagen meaning, and potentially 

which is most problematic D) that victims may not believe their reporting will yield any results 

as the case may be dropped due to lack of evidence despite going through the entire process. 

Nevertheless, around 40% of all their reports of all forms of discrimination are related to 

ethnicity (Diskriminerings Ombudsmannen 2020, p.9). Not to undermine the important work of 

the DO, under 2020 - 3,524 reports, tips and complaints were received, where 2,882 were about 

discrimination in general, but never necessarily linked to the parameters of Covid-19, and Asian 

discrimination (Diskriminerings Ombudsmannen 2020).  
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Sweden faces another problem with its policy on the lack of collecting data on specific 

categorization of ethnicity. The state-run data agencies such as DO or Statistiska centralbyrån 

(SCB) does not specify data as adhering to a specific ethnicity, making ethnic related data 

analysis on Asians problematic. A concrete example of this is the collection of data from SCB in 

relation to foreign born individuals, and native-born individuals (See SCB 2021). Due to the 

colorblind policy in data collection, anyone born in Sweden is considered native born regardless 

of previous ethnicity or parents’ origin. Idealistically this policy provides an inclusive 

perspective on all individuals born in Sweden. Nonetheless, due to discrimination being a 

prevalent issue in Sweden based on ethnicity, this data collection is both exclusive to Swedish 

society, and inherently problematic. The issue lies in sweeping all second-generation minority 

groups into the same category as potentially (white) native born Swedes distorts the data, as there 

might be a high prevalence of discrimination towards a specific ethnicity (for more information 

on the role of statistics in Sweden see Al-Zubaidi 2012).  

Furthermore, in the case of discrimination, other academics have also critiqued this colorblind 

policy as some ethnic groups may be more vulnerable to discrimination than others e.g., East 

Asians during early Covid-19 vs South-Americans. Tobias Hübinette has often critiqued this 

colorblind race model within Sweden in the past through his work in Ras och Vithet - Den 

Färgblinda Antiracismen Slår Tilbaka (Translated: Race & Whiteness - The Colorblind 

Antiracism Strikes Back), and through his ongoing blog (Hübinette 2017; Hübinette 2021; see 

even Wikström and Hübinette 2021). Hübinette mentioned that the debate on whiteness within 

critical whiteness studies in Swedish academia is considered a more accepted topic, however the 

discussion on the term race within the Swedish context is often frowned upon which is arguably 

paradoxical (authors interpretation on Hübinette 2017, p.328). Eduardo Bonilla-Silva has been 

one of the earlier critics towards the colorblind race model in the US, where he essentially stated 

that by not addressing the concept of race it allows for structural racism to continue and 

potentially enforcing minorities gaslighting (Bonilla-Silva [2003] 2017; see also Fears 2019). 

Therefore, the author sees the need to promote further research on the stigmatization of Asians 

during Covid-19 pandemic by taking into account the lack of readily available data outside of 

mainly news sources, and with the color-blindness dilemma towards race in official statistics. 

1.3 Relevance to Global Studies 

  

Globalization is the process of the transboundary movement of ‘goods, services, money, people, 

information, and culture’ (Guillen 2010, p.4). As the global trade between regions has been 

occurring throughout history, it was only natural that people would migrate from region to region 

to find either a better life, or simply curiosity of what the world has to offer. Global Studies as a 

field of study involves the interconnected nature of the world around us, where this paper aims to 

focus on integration, and internal social conflict between different minority groups in Sweden. 

The main observation is how individuals who self-identify as Asian in Sweden are being 
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stigmatized either based on their race, sex, gender, or their physical appearance due to the 

simplistic and ignorant conception that East Asians are to be (solely) blamed for the spread of 

Covid-19 globally. This may also be an outlet for latent Yellow Fever or Yellow Peril tropes to 

re-emerge as people have been both directly, and indirectly affected by Covid-19 in the process 

of socialization limitations affecting mental health, loss of economic livelihoods, illness and 

death of friends or family.  

 

The possible conceptual reasoning of the situation can be observed through a historical view, 

dating back as far as colonial times. European imperialism in the past has established westerners 

of the ‘Far East’ imagination as foreign, exotic, distant, and different. One important academic 

scholar in this regard is Edward Said and the establishment of the Occident and Orient under his 

work on Orientalism (Said [1978] 1994). The conceptual imaginary of the Orient was based in 

part on the perception, and the exaggerated reports by Western colonists or tradesmen to 

potentially legitimize their attempted pillaging, or religious efforts in the lands to the East to 

other Europeans at home (author’s own interpretation). This narrative is also conceptualized 

through the element of power, and power relations between regions. For instance, fetishization of 

Asian women, potentially stems from this exotification of the Orient, as well as how Oriental 

women were portrayed by men in power (Said et al. 2010, p.49). As Said mentions, the tale of an 

Egyptian Courtesan, where “...she never spoke of herself, she never represented her emotions, 

presence, or history. [The European speaker] spoke for and represented her” (Said et al. 2010, 

p.49). The power relation also was exemplified in that Flaubert, that spoke on her behalf, shared 

his potentially one-sided, and ignorant view as a person with wealth, contrasting social status to 

the female courtesan, foreign to the land, as well as theoretically his desire to boast of physical 

exploits to his readers (indicating toxic masculinity; source ibid). The narrative could be argued 

to be promoting the early Yellow Fever narrative of the hypersexualization of Oriental women. 

These historical examples of stereotypes ultimately may have trickled down to the modern era as 

observed by Mavis Hooi into the perception of Asian women, mainly from Thailand in Sweden, 

who are portrayed as submissive, traditional, exotic, and hyper-sexualized (Hooi 2018; for 

hypersexualization from Western cinema see even Hwang and Parreñas 2021, p.571-572). The 

relevance of these stereotypes towards Global Studies was that the historical past of colonialism, 

and the historical past of Asians in the Occident has arguably stayed within western settings, 

ergo the setting of Sweden.  

 

 

In addition to these events of colonization, Orientalism, and Yellow Fever, was the more recent 

historical backdrop of the Yellow Peril narrative. The Yellow Peril narrative was a concept 

which originated around the late 1890s, to around the 1930s (Odijie 2017). It involved the 

existential threat towards the western world that particularly people from Eastern Asian countries 

would steal jobs from white workers, again that women from the East were of immoral sexual 

character, and the general threat of the East taking over the West (Odijie 2017; Tchen and Yeats 
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2014). If we were to theorize and link the Yellow Peril into the modern-day contextualization of 

the western society, Trump's political rhetoric under his presidency can be readily argued to 

utilize this concept of fear mongering in regard to his Chinese trade war, and previous anti-

Chinese and anti-communist rhetoric (Swanson 2018; Zhou 2021). 

 

As the repeated stigma and othering towards the Asian community re-emerged in Western 

contemporary modern global society, the study becomes pertinent. These acts of discrimination 

are still an ongoing phenomenon and are indicating that ‘whiteness’ as a system is still prevalent. 

Moreover, due to a growing mixed global society within Sweden, discrimination is still 

occurring from not only white individuals, but also other minority groups against Asians because 

of the paradigm of ‘whiteness’ (which will be further discussed in the theoretical framework; see 

Ahmed 2007). 

 

 

1.4 Delimitations 

The thesis focuses on the experience of Asians in Sweden. Sweden's context of who can be 

categorized as Asian, refers to the “Statistics Sweden categorizes Asians as people coming from 

East Asia, South-East Asia, Central Asia and West Asia” (Hooi 2018, p.5-6). In this regard, the 

author aims not to define Asian people in Sweden based on the author’s perspective nor the 

Swedish society's perspective on Asian categorization, but rather to allow respondents to self-

identify themselves as Asian or not. As many pandemic-related discriminations have happened 

to people who shared physical appearances that resembled people from these regions, the author 

delimited the study to individuals from East Asia, South-East Asia, and South Asia based on 

geographical proximity to China. Furthermore, the respondents are delimited to individuals of 

Asian appearance, or have a biological Asian background, and self-identify as being Asian who 

have experienced discrimination during the Covid-19 pandemic in Sweden. All participants were 

required to had lived in Sweden when the discrimination took place. However, two exceptions 

were made for interviewee W2 and X which is elaborated further in section 3.2.1 due to their 

rich contribution to the analysis section. Because of the sensitive nature of the subject, snowball 

sampling was used as the main means to get interviewees' trust through a network of mutual 

acquaintances. This resulted in a selection bias of interviewees of university level education, and 

age range. The difficulty in finding interview subjects also lead to their experiences coming from 

various cities in Sweden, so the focus is their lived experience as a general eye opener to 

underreported stigmatization against Asians. To confirm the hypothesis that discrimination 

towards Asians is happening in Sweden, similarities to hate crimes in other countries such as the 

United States (Petri and Slotnik 2021) are shared. Despite the data showing most incidents 

happening in larger cities such as Gothenburg, or Stockholm - where the interviewees live; for 

more specific city data a larger future data collection period would be required. 
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The thesis was delimited to a maximum of ten in-depth semi structured interviews. The purpose 

of only selecting ten is that each interview was between twenty to ninety minutes, which resulted 

in a large data set to transcribe, analyze, and prepare. As transcribing is a very time-intensive 

process, the delimitation seemed appropriate. Additionally, as only ten interviewees were 

selected, no generalizations are made as to what percentage of individuals of Asian appearance 

have experienced discrimination in the total Swedish population. Firstly, the data set is too small 

for such assumptions, and secondly Sweden does not provide official racial data on how many 

Swedes identify as being of Asian identity that are born in Sweden. Therefore, it cannot be 

utilized as an adequate form of reference outside of ‘utrikes födda’ or foreign-born nationals’ 

data (see SCB 2019; SCB 2020). Data collecting in a small data set has also been conducted in 

similar works on the topic of Asian discrimination in Sweden by Jansson and Ihijji (2021). 

Nevertheless, it should be stated and respected however that all of these experiences are true to 

the individuals that experienced discrimination in their daily lives, and that even one single 

person being a target of (in)direct violence solely on the basis of appearance needs to be 

addressed and warrants research. 

The effect of delimiting the paper to the scope of Sweden provided a unique context in terms of 

Covid-19 mask policy in comparison to other European countries for example Spain, France, 

Germany, or the United Kingdom. In addition to Sweden’s ‘less strict’ lockdown policies in 

general since the beginning of the pandemic (Bendix 2021). The implications of contrasting 

mask, and lockdown policies may have additional considerations in other countries in terms of 

stigmatization of mask wearing, from the context of intersectional discrimination and passing. 

Therefore, the focus will be on Sweden and its discriminatory acts which occurred to the 

interviewees. 

Due to national covid-19 recommendations at the time from May – July, nine interviews were 

recorded over Zoom, and one was recorded over the phone. This conscientious choice was for 

the safety of all parties to prevent infection during the pandemic, and to allow for more flexible 

scheduling between meetings. However, by not conducting the interviews physically in person, 

this may have somewhat affected both parties' flow of communication, and the ability to pick up 

non-verbal cues. 

Lastly, this thesis is delimited to mainly racial (tribal) stigma and does not engage with 

illness/health stigma. The author is aware that avoidance mechanisms exists when individuals 

have visible characteristics of illness which people avoid during a pandemic and the inherent 

association of health stigma in general as seen in the case of e.g., AIDS stigma (see Sontag 1989; 

and disease-avoidance as mentioned in Koller et al 2021). However, the author argues that the 

tolerance of suspicion of illness is in part variable based on intersectional racial identifiers and 

whiteness (i.e., colorism). Additionally, the thesis does not mention potential stereotyped views 

of Sweden or Swedish culture from the perspective of the interlocuters, but these will be 

considered in future research. 
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2. Theory 

The theory section begins with the most relevant academic works on the topic of stigma towards 

self-identified Asians during Covid-19 in section 2.1 Previous Research. The following section 

2.2 brings up the Theoretical, & Conceptual Framework with three main categories used within 

the paper: 1) Tribal Stigma according to Goffman alongside Link & Phelan’s analytical tools of 

Stigma, 2) Ahmed’s Phenomenology of Whiteness and the struggle to pass as white, addressed 

with a mention towards Peggy McIntosh, and 3) Kimberle Crenshaw’s Intersectionality approach 

towards stigma. 

2.1 Previous Research 

There are mainly three academic studies that were deemed to be the most pertinent to the scope 

of the paper, notably: Pan et al.’s paper on Coronavirus stigmatization and psychological distress 

in the United States (December 2020), Koller et al.’s paper on stigmatization of Chinese and 

Asian-looking people during Covid-19 in Germany (July 2021), and lastly Jansson and Ihijji’s 

thesis on stigmatization of people with an Asian background under Covid-19 in Sweden (January 

2021).  

 

The first article by Pan et al. titled Coronavirus stigmatization and psychological distress among 

Asians in the United States (Pan et al. 2020). The paper conducted a quantitative analysis on, 

“cross-sectional survey data from the 10-31 March 2020 wave of the Understanding America 

Survey” with an n value of 6,707 (Pan et al. 2020). The paper aimed to test the three hypotheses 

that, “1) Asians are at greater risk of coronavirus stigmatization compared to non-Hispanic 

Whites, 2) Coronavirus stigmatization is associated with psychological distress, and lastly 3) 

Effect of coronavirus stigma on psychological distress is stronger for US-born Asians compared 

to non-Hispanic Whites” (ibid, p.112). The two main parameters discussed were a) the 

experience of stigmatization if someone believed they had the Coronavirus how they would act 

around the subject, seen through b) a provided Patient Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4) score 

based on the frequency of psychological distress during the past two-week period of the testing 

to grade the severity of the results on a scale from 0-12 (ibid, p.113-114). The results indicated 

that there was a greater occurrence of stigmatization for Asians as compared to non-Hispanic 

whites, where Asian only foreign born experienced 3.1 times the amount of coronavirus stigma 

(12.5%), and Asian only US born experienced 3.7 times (14.9%), however Asian of mixed race 

reported 2.4% compared to the reference of 4.0% with non-Hispanic whites which was an outlier 

(ibid, p.115; see Table 1 below). This 2.4% outlier can be unique to the individuals being 

observed as the data set was the smallest n of 99 respondents compared to e.g., white only non-

Hispanic with an n value of 4,436; also, when compared to socio-economic factors such as 

income or level of education to other Asian categories the data did not fully show why mixed-

race Asians only had 2.4%. However, when compared to the White only non-Hispanic to this 
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category, Asian mixed had 18% higher yearly income in the 75,000-150,000 USD or more 

section (39.1% vs 57.1%). This places the theory that the higher socio-economic status allows 

mixed Asians to live in better living conditions, and therefore can ensure mixed Asians to pass as 

white. This may later explain why mixed Asians experienced a lower level of stigmatization 

compared to other categories that were higher than White only non-Hispanic. Regardless, the 

level of psychological distress (moderate to severe) was significantly high with 23.9% compared 

to 11.4% for white only non-Hispanic (ibid, p.115). Which resulted in an approximately 2.1 

times higher level of moderate or severe psychological distress for the Asian of mixed race 

comparatively.  

 

Interestingly, despite other ethnoracial groups having a higher level of coronavirus stigma 

experience when compared to White only, non-Hispanic; Asian only foreign born, and Asian US 

born were the top two categories that experienced stigma, followed by Black only with 10%. 

Overlooking this fact, the study indicates that Covid-19 stigma results in more psychological 

distress, and lastly the psychological distress of stigma of Covid-19 was greater in US born 

Asians, and Foreign-born Asians compared to white non-Hispanic. 

 

This study relevantly provides an affirmation that Asians in the US are being more affected 

towards the stigma of having Covid-19, and it’s affecting their psychological well-being. As the 

study was conducted in the US, it may provide a different context to Sweden. Nonetheless, the 

study was relevant, provided a comparative ground through a quantitative method, yet lacked the 

Swedish context, and the benefits of conducting in-depth interviews which this thesis aimed to 

compliment. Table 1 provided below for reference (Pan et al. 2020, p.115-116). 

 



15  



16 

 
 

The second article involved a more recent study created by Koller et al. titled the Stigmatization 

of Chinese and Asian-looking people during Covid-19 in Germany (July 2021). The study was 

conducted through an online questionnaire from February 2nd to April 3rd, 2020, over three 

sampling-periods with a total of 5,011 respondents (Koller et al. 2021, p.1). The research used a 

quantitative approach through asking respondents in Germany through three main category 

questions namely: personal proximity, air travel, and medical measures. Personal proximity 

involved how worried an individual would be with shaking hands with a Chinese-looking person, 

shaking hands with a recent traveler from China, and proximity to a Covid-19 quarantine station 

in one’s own town on a scale from 1 to 5 with 5 as the most worried (Koller et al. 2021). Air 

travel involved a similar approach with how much the individual was in agreement with: if there 

should be a travel ban in place for Chinese people, if suspension of air travel to and from China 

should occur, and if there should be a suspension of international air travel on a scale from 1 to 4 

with 4 as being in full agreement to the statement (ibid). The last category involved asking if 

medical measures should be put in place by the German government including if medical 

examinations for Chinese passengers arriving from China should be implemented, medical 

examinations for European passengers arriving from China, or if a general quarantine 

requirement for people arriving from China should put in place on an agreement scale from 1 to 

4 (for convenience the results can be viewed in Figure 2 below). The results concluded that 

“there was no support for an increase in the stigmatization of Chinese and Asian-looking people 

as the threat level increased in the early parts of the pandemic in Germany” (Koller et al. 2021, 

p.5). This statement may be correct referring to what their data presented, notably with some 

concerns about the data itself being put into question. One concern was regarding shaking hands 

with a Chinese-looking person as a question, this type of question may promote the respondent to 

not answer entirely truthfully as their perception of what they would do, and what they do in 
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practice might differ due to potential subconscious bias. Furthermore, there was the potential for 

respondents to purposefully alter their response based on not wanting to appear discriminatory 

towards people of Chinese appearance. Regardless, the parameter only increased slightly from 

T1 to T2 (Koller et al. 2021). One interesting aspect was that in T1 with shaking hands with a 

recent traveler from China, the initial worry level regarding personal proximity was 3 out of 5 

initially, which is moderately worried, increasing slightly in T2, and was quite stable in T3 (ibid, 

p.4). This might be deemed to be in line with disease avoidance mechanisms as a concept to 

understand how some individuals act within settings to avoid disease. However, I argue this 

forms a certain potential kind of stigma towards individuals who arrive from China. Respondents 

may even encourage individuals to conflate China to people with ‘Asian appearance’. Another 

concern surrounded the data sampling period which was restricted to only the beginning of the 

pandemic, where stigmatization towards Asians may change over time; similarly, to the 

recommendation to avoid physical contact in general, negating the hand shaking question if 

asked after the first Covid-19 related lockdown in Germany. Therefore, Germany may be a 

closer geographical example to compare stigmatization towards Asians during Covid-19 in 

Sweden, as well as bringing up the useful comment to consider disease avoidance mechanisms 

when dealing with infectious diseases. Despite it lacks the ability to unpack how individuals 

truthfully act when facing potential stigmatization encounters. Ultimately, the author believes 

despite stating that the study does not mean to reduce the acts of stigmatization towards 

individuals from Chinese and Asian looking people during Covid-19, the study was taken from 

the lens of the public and not those who themselves experience stigma. This in turn may 

undermine those affected by Asian stigma as well as their experience. 
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Figure 1. “Time periods as defined by critical events related to COVID-19 in Germany, global 

COVID-19-related events, and cumulative SARS-CoV-2 cases in Germany per day” (Source 

Koller et al. 2021, p.3; data source Dong, Du, and Gardner 2020). 
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The most relevant research conducted within the setting of utilizing stigma as a theoretical lens, 

and analytical tool was that of the work of Jansson and Ihijji’s bachelor thesis (Jansson and Ihijji 

2021). The main theoretical lens followed Erving Goffman’s concept of stigma (1963), as well as 

the interrelationship of social power as relational through Link and Phelan’s approach to stigma 

(2001). This combination of utilizing Goffman, and Link & Phelan’s stigma concept is a logical 

theoretical approach viable to other studies within sociology, psychology, or other social 

sciences on how individuals become marked and deemed as inferior. The reason why Goffman’s 

theory is useful is that he coherently explains how identity can be spoiled through stigma which 

may take form through physical deformation, spoiling of character such as those with mental 

illness, or sigma regarding tribal attributes which can be racial, national, or religion (Goffman 

[1963] 1986, p.4). Stigma involves the stigmatizing attribute, and the relationship to the 

stereotype (Goffman [1963] 1986, p.3). To complement how stigma has various elements, Link 

and Phelan provide a more systematic approach to stigma. Lucas and Phelan interpret,  

 

“[They] describe stigma as involving the co-occurrence of components of labeling, stereotyping, 

cognitive separation into “us” and “them” groups, status loss, social rejection, and 

discrimination, in the context of power differentials that allow one group to successfully devalue 

another” (Lucas and Phelan 2012; on Link & Phelan 2001). 

 

The study involved other similar parameters with ten selected interview subjects, where seven 

out of ten people of East Asian background had responded that they had been stigmatized during 

the Covid-19 pandemic in Sweden. The data collection method involved reaching out to find 

interview subjects via social media on Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat.  

 

The study later concluded that stigmatization of Asians in Sweden has been occurring to various 

degrees, where the approach was very similar to this study. However, this author aims to 

differentiate by bringing forth the conceptual amalgam to include whiteness, passing, and 

intersectionality. It should be noted that intersectionality in this regard will mainly focus on self-

identity, where whiteness, and passing concerned with how bodies navigate the white space of 

Sweden's system of whiteness. Additionally, an element of uniqueness comes from providing 

some commentary from the interviewees on how they believe the issue can be solved through 

their voice. Lastly, the author argues however that both articles are paramount in bringing up the 

debate on discrimination, and the hope to end the stigmatization of self-identified Asians. 
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2.2 Theoretical Framework 

2.2.1 (Tribal) Stigma: 

The overarching theoretical concept was about stigma through Goffman’s Notes on the 

Management of Spoiled Identity (Goffman [1963] 1986). Stigma is mainly referred to in terms of 

how identity can be spoiled through either physical deformation, spoiling of character such as 

those with mental illness or addiction, or sigma regarding tribal attributes which can be racial, 

national, or religious (Goffman [1963] 1986, p.4). The focus of the paper will be mainly on tribal 

stigmatization of Asians during the Covid-19 pandemic as racial, or national elements playing a 

part as to whether an individual may be more or less likely to be treated differently. Some 

conceptions are required to unpack this concept. Society establishes the categorization of 

individuals, as well as attributes which are inherently linked to the subject (ibid, p.2). The social 

interplay between individuals dictates the social order, or ‘social identity’ with the level of 

acceptance, as well as the level of ‘threat’ to one another (ibid, p.2). The aspect of stigma always 

requires society through relationships, where language conveys whether it be verbal or non-

verbal the normality or disparity between the individuals. An individual that is placed into 

relational social settings is not always automatically discredited. Theoretically it involves the 

person being aware they have the discreditable attribute which can provide self-stigma, someone 

bringing attention to the attribute, or if the attribute is not visible the individual passes as normal. 

The theory aims to observe how an individual is othered, and the relationship between the 

stigmatized, and the stigmatizer. The social ‘stigma’ is to investigate who is conflating Asian 

appearance to the potential to spread the Corona virus, but also the stigma of appearing 

physically different than white Scandinavian Europeans. The stigma can also be defined as being 

perceived as coming from an ‘outgroup,’ and thus treated differently. The author's theory is that 

whiteness plays a role in how clearly the level of passing as normal is. That wearing a mask as a 

white European has lower stigma than a person of color, specifically Asians. Stigma involves the 

stigmatizing attribute, and the relationship to the stereotype (Goffman [1963] 1986, p.3). To 

complement how stigma has various elements, Link & Phelan provide a more systematic 

approach to stigma. Lucas and Phelan interpret,  

 

“[They] describe stigma as involving the co-occurrence of components of labeling, stereotyping, 

cognitive separation into “us” and “them” groups, status loss, social rejection, and 

discrimination, in the context of power differentials that allow one group to successfully devalue 

another” (Lucas and Phelan 2012; on Link & Phelan 2001). 

 

In terms of Link & Phelan 2001 the components of labeling, stereotyping, ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

(othering), social rejection will be used as some guiding aspects as ultimately power relations 
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cause stigmatization. Power relations in this regard specifically are made between the stigmatizer 

and the stigmatized when the paradigm of what is considered as norm(al) to the stigmatizer. 

Whether it be social, political, racial, economical, or otherwise. 

2.2.2 Sara Ahmed’s Phenomenology of Whiteness and to Pass as white: 

The stigmatization of Asians in Sweden can be observed through identifiers of whiteness, where 

Asian bodies have difficulties to navigate themselves within a (white) Swedish space. To address 

and analyze the phenomenology of whiteness, it is important to focus on what whiteness is doing 

rather than what we are doing to whiteness. Sara Ahmed considers whiteness as a category of 

experience that disappears and makes the whiteness ‘worldly’. In other words, whiteness 

becomes a benchmark of propriety that should be followed so that an individual can become 

whole and fit to blend in a white space. How whiteness can become worldly can be seen as an 

effect of reification as what Ahmed defines as “something whiteness does” or “what allows 

whiteness to be done” (Ahmed 2007, p.150). 

Frantz Fanon in Sara Ahmed’s study suggested that bodies have the capacity to work only when 

they are familiar with the world they inhabit (Ahmed 2007, p.153). It can be interpreted as 

bodies knowing how to move in the world they inhabit via their familiarity to the space. The 

author also adds with the understanding of the social constructs or unwritten rules that one may 

need to follow if you do not wish to fear negative appraisal/critique. This is the case where 

phenomenology of whiteness can take place, as the term can be defined as the embodied feeling 

towards the act and experience. This kind of phenomenology adheres to various senses, balance, 

awareness, and characters of bodies in an embodied reality that intertwines to the ‘historic-racial’ 

schema (ibid). Fanon stated that “bodies are shaped by histories of colonialism, which makes the 

world ‘white’, a world that is inherited” (ibid). The statement implies that whiteness is already 

given and exists before the arrival of individuals, and therefore must be accepted. Moreover, the 

act of colonialism brought and spread this value as whiteness of the white bodies embarked and 

conquered their colonies. Therefore, the concept of race then became something that is bodily 

given, something that we receive from others (the colonialists) as an inheritance of this history. 

The long history of colonialism of white conquerors upon the non-white bodies, their space and 

their cultures allow the reproducibility of whiteness as an inheritance and passed on for 

generations. Both for the white and non-white bodies. When race is to be seen as having shared 

ancestry, this model of race can extend within the concept of a family where some form of 

shared attributes (e.g., physical appearance or similar physical profiles) can be used to determine 

‘likeness’ between one individual to another. In other words, likeness in a racial concept within 

the scope of phenomenology of whiteness can be used to identify who belongs and who does not 

based on a 'look alikeness'. This racial concept, together with a belief that race is taken up as a 

sign of inheritance, may allow a form of entitlement. Something or someone who belongs (who 
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pass) to a specific race may be allowed or be permitted to be entitled over others, based on the 

look alikeness or the number of shared attributes between them.  

In terms of passing according to Goffman in relation to the concept of whiteness is how non-

white bodies pass as (white) Swedish. Here, individuals need to conform on multiple levels to 

avoid, or to minimize stigmatization as being treated or seen as an ‘other’ in Swedish society 

(Goffman [1963] 1986, p.73-91). Specifically, this can be theorized through how individuals 

choose to alter their appearance by passing as more European, such as dying their hair blonde, 

using lighter tones of makeup, or to avoid speaking non-Scandinavian languages in public to 

avoid unwanted confrontation as appearing as non-white Swedish. This confirms Ahmed’s 

previous statement that non-white bodies must share ‘look alikeness’ within the concept of race 

to pass in a white space. If one cannot pass, to at least to some degree one can avert the 

recognition of one's otherness by avoiding confrontations to normalize the situation. As an 

example, if someone makes a racist joke, the individual will avoid confronting the stigmatizer by 

not saying anything or by agreeing, to avoid drawing attention to their race. 

Whiteness can extend to the space white bodies inhabit, but the same rule does not always go in 

favor for non-white bodies. The author borrows the analogy by Sara Ahmed about the 'chaired 

body' which explains the phenomenology of whiteness described from the point of view of a 

body fit and appropriate to sit in a chair or space, and asks 'what can white people contribute?' 

(Ahmed 2007). A similar question was also brought up by Peggy McIntosh within the context of 

white and male privileges; “if one who writes about having white privilege must ask, “Having 

described it, what will I do to lessen or end it?” (McIntosh 1988, p.3). However, through this 

point of view, the description of whiteness phenomenology may not necessarily answer that 

question, moreover 'if whiteness is a bad habit, what can be done to change it?' (Ahmed 2007, 

p.165). Only by changing the perception and point of view of the study of bodies that cannot or 

lose their opportunity to 'sit in a chair or space,' and position white bodies as active participants; 

then we can unravel to answer these questions. Realistically, this surely needs to involve the 

“unhappy stories about racism” and not just “happy stories of diversity”, where often non-white 

bodies are accepted as 'symbols/evidence of diversity' of an institution (ibid, p.164-165). Within 

the Sweden context one method to challenge this paradigm is to avoid lumping all ethnic groups 

into the unified category as just Sweden or non-Sweden born within official statistics following 

the colorblind race model (see color blind critique Hübinette 2017; Al-Zubaidi 2012; see even 

Wikström and Hübinette 2021). However, the use of whiteness within Swedish society was used 

as conceptual consideration of how non-white bodies inhibit dominantly assumed white society 

within the analysis, and discussion when appropriate. 
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2.2.3 Kimberle Crenshaw’s intersectionality: 

Addressing the phenomenology of whiteness and its implication to non-white bodies must 

consider the intersectionality of body as a meeting point. This means that a body is formed and 

can be identified through intersections of lines crossed with other lines. The lines intersecting in 

the body can be skin color and physical features, cultural root, religion, power, and others. Not 

every body will have the same number of intersectional lines in them, some may have them less 

while the other more.  

The intersectionality perspective within the case of discrimination of a body is essentially a 

perspective to outline form(s) of discrimination through layers of discriminative experience(s) 

based on the body’s tangible and intangible characteristics. As Crenshaw described in her study, 

Black women can sometimes experience double discrimination; “the combined effects of 

practices which discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex” (Crenshaw 1989, 

p.149). Not only Black women can experience similar discrimination to (white) women in 

general (sex-based discrimination), but also, they can share other forms of discrimination that are 

similar to Black men (race-based discrimination). In the case of hate crime towards Asians, the 

combined intersectional effects are coming from the physical characteristics an Asian person 

possess (racial attributes), the cornering narrative of Covid-19 pandemic by the Eurocentric 

power and media in the US, the possible class privilege as well as the gender-based 

discrimination. The reason why the class and the gender privileges are also considered is because 

they can give modified and various experiences of discrimination to Asian individuals who are 

coming from different societal class and gender spectrum. To explain, an Asian individual who 

comes from a higher social class may have or can create a 'bubble' where they can move freely 

(to certain extent) in a white space even during the pandemic. For instance, the class privileged 

Asian individuals can travel with their own car during the pandemic. This allows them to move 

around in the white space, and therefore they do not experience the same stigma and 

discrimination given to the Asian passenger who follows the mask mandate for travels using the 

public transportation. The form of gender-based discrimination in this case can appear as using 

the desirable features of Asian women as an excuse to commit a hate crime, i.e., in the case of 

Atlanta Spa mass shooting where the culprit argued that he was doing justice through eliminating 

the Asian women who provoked lust on him (Graham 2021). 

Both Crenshaw and Ahmed have suggested that unraveling discrimination is best through a 

‘down-top’ or ‘unchaired’ approach (being removed from one’s privilege(s)). This approach will 

address the needs and unravel problems of those who are most disadvantaged by intersections of 

discriminative reasons. Through this approach, not only will it benefit the most disadvantaged 

intersectionally, but also others who are singularly disadvantaged. Intersectional approaches 

offer a platform to deconstruct, and to weigh in other experiences into the equation. The concept 
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of intersectionality was used as a theoretical lens to view the varying elements of stigmatization, 

which may be unique to the individual. 

3. Method & Analytical Framework 

         The Method & Analytical Framework chapter will be divided into four main sections 

namely: Qualitative Semi-structured Interviews, Data Collection, Ethical Considerations & 

Positionality, and lastly Analytical Method. The overall aim of the section is to provide the 

reader with a clear understanding of how the method and analysis have been conducted. 

3.1 Qualitative Semi-structured Interviews 

         To understand the processes, a qualitative semi-structured interview was seen as vital to 

choose. Firstly, qualitative studies allow the possibility for the researcher to receive an in depth 

understanding of racism and discrimination experience from specific interviewees. The main 

goal was to view the subject matter from the “eyes of the people being studied,” and to allow for 

a platform for their voices to be heard on an academic level (Bryman 2016, p.392-393). 

Secondly, semi-structured interviews allow some form of continuity between interviewees 

through predefined questions, while permitting flexibility when follow up questions are required. 

Flexibility within semi-structured interviews permits a middle ground approach that was deemed 

necessary to avoid the rigidity of a ‘checklist’ interview format as every experience was unique, 

while avoiding unstructured interviews, which might stray too far off topic. A semi-structured 

approach was also deemed appropriate as only a selection of ten interviewees were conducted, in 

contrast to a questionnaire type format where the interview may target one-hundred or more 

respondents. Moreover, the qualitative semi-structured interviews seemed appropriate to get an 

in-depth focus; compared to a quantitative approach with a larger data set as it may be 

problematic to find respondents given the sensitivity of the topic. 
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3.2 Data Collection 

3.2.1 Finding Interviewees and Snowball Sampling 

Finding Interviewees 

The task of finding interviewees was initially problematic and required careful consideration on 

how to approach individuals who have experienced forms of discrimination. The largest concern 

was to make sure transparency of how all data would be used throughout the process, to inform 

the purpose of the study, and secure anonymity for all subjects. To deal with these challenges a 

semi purposive selection was chosen through snowball sampling (see snowball sampling Bryman 

2016, p.188). Initially the author asked within various networks through friends, colleagues, and 

word of mouth to expand the search to a broader social web. The purpose of selecting a snowball 

method, was to allow for trust, and a sense of mutual understanding between the interviewer, and 

interviewee. The thought process was that when a mutual friend, or acquaintance, brings forward 

the subject of discrimination within their network. It allowed for the following recruited 

interviewee to take the study seriously, as well as establish a mutual baseline connection or 

‘rapport’ (Bryman 2016, p.206). The requirement of rapport was important to the case of 

sensitive material as the events of discrimination are often deeply personal and can be unsettling 

for the individual to relive trauma through recollection (as observed in Kirkinis et al. 2018, 

where trauma and racial discrimination is often interlinked). The process involved using social 

media such as Facebook, WhatsApp, and sending emails as communication tools. This allowed 

meetings to be set up between actors, as well as permitted for easy forwarding of required 

information materials. The means of communication were aimed to allow for what interviewees 

were accustomed with, to encourage a sense of safety and security. 

 Selecting Interviewees through Snowball Sampling 

There was a purposive consideration to focus on individuals coming from Eastern Asia, if 

possible, as the first reported outbreak case of Covid-19 began in Wuhan China. However, to 

provide a more inclusive selection of Asia - South-East Asia, and South Asia was included to 

observe if any differences might occur. The consideration was also done as it allowed for a larger 

interview pool: since finding interviewees on the topic of discrimination was difficult as not all 

subjects were willing to share their personal experiences, not everyone has experienced acts of 

discrimination, and to find interviewees was time intensive. In addition to delimiting the 

interview selection to the author’s best ability ethno-geographically, a terminology must be 

stated to provide specificity of what was meant by the term ‘individuals of Asian appearance’ as 

it is mentioned intermittently throughout the paper. The term of people of Asian appearance was 

deemed as inherently problematic, and subjective. Therefore, to specify the term, people that 

were selected and interviewed had to fulfill three main categories: 
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1) They are from an Asian country, or have a relatable Asian background (either biological, 

and/or cultural relation), and self-identify as being Asian; or part Asian e.g., Asian-Swedish. 

2) They must have lived in Sweden before, and during Covid-19. 

3) The Interviewee has had some form of discrimination happen to them during Covid-19. 

To unpack these selection of categories three main elements needed to be understood. Firstly, the 

requirement of all individuals self-identifying as being Asian, or part Asian was paramount to the 

study as it allowed for a more intersectional perspective to be considered as identity is a very 

personal and layered topic. Allowing individuals to self-identify reduced interference of the 

author to impose, or presuppose, labels towards the interviewees. Secondly, the importance to 

find individuals who have lived in Sweden both before, and during Covid-19 created the 

opportunity for comparison within the broader perspective of how the temporal, and contextual 

perspective may impact the lived experience of discrimination. Lastly, the reason for keeping 

category three broad (under the Covid-19 pandemic) was so that if any form of discrimination 

happened outside of ethnic discrimination, it could also be observed further considering an 

inclusive intersectional thought process. 

Despite the given guides to select interviewees, it was later observed that two individuals did not 

fulfill the criteria completely. Nonetheless, they were still added into the analysis as interviewees 

W2 and X allowed for useful information to be provided, as well as a deeper understanding into 

the context of Asian discrimination under Covid-19. The reason was that interviewee W2 had 

lived in Sweden previously for two years during their master program, where they are currently 

living in Denmark that shares a similar Scandinavian context as Sweden. W2’s interview was 

kept in the analysis as it was informative of how intersectionality effects experiences of 

discrimination during Covid-19 differently. However, careful consideration has been made to 

any inferences from discriminatory events happening in Denmark as a one-on-one 

contextualization to the Swedish context. Lastly, interviewee X was kept in the analysis despite 

stating that she had not encountered any form of discrimination before or during Covid-19. 

Respecting her request, responses were kept in the analysis as a comparative reference point to 

those who do not feel they have been discriminated against despite their Asian background. 

3.2.2 Interview Guide Process 

An interview guide was essential to build around for the formulation of the thesis. The necessity 

arose for the researcher to have a clear path on how to conduct the various interviews through 

systematic means, as well as to follow the research questions along the process. The interview 

guide was used not only to keep the interview on track, and focused, but also allow the 

interviewee a space to share more if needed. The points were numbered to ensure each key topic 

was covered. Yet if any question was answered during the conversation the order would adjust to 
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avoid unnecessary repetition. The structure of the guide contained two parts, namely the main 

interview points, and secondly the interview questions (which are provided in the Appendix). 

3.2.3 Formulating Interview Questions 

The interview questions were formulated following the research questions as a guideline as to 

stay on topic. However, it should be noted that within the interview questions the term of stigma 

was not always used. The purpose of not always using the terminology of stigma, was that the 

author wanted to formulate the questions based on what would be easier for the interviewee to 

understand in cases where the term stigma was unfamiliar. Instead of the word stigma, the term 

discrimination was often substituted. Within the context, the interviewees were asked details 

when they were discriminated against. The interview then dove into why they believed they were 

targeted during or previously to Covid-19 as well as how they felt. The argument was that 

discrimination is often the output of being stigmatized in one form or another, where there is a 

power relation between the stigmatizer and stigmatized, directly, or indirectly. To specify, the 

author asked specifically why they believe they have been targeted, and where it was the aim to 

be open to any form of discrimination. Whether it be gender, sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, 

race, or in any form. This was also to consider the intersectionality of discrimination as there are 

often layers of discrimination which can occur to an individual. Crenshaw’s work here is for 

instance when Asian women can be discriminated against both against their sex, and their race 

(see Crenshaw 1989).  

 

Intersectionality in terms of identity was considered when conducting the interviews. If the 

subject was open to discuss how they identified at the beginning of the interview, this 

information was noted. The entire interview process involved not pressing the subject and 

allowing them to speak for themselves. When interviewees seemed unsure on the topic of 

identity, the author did not press this aspect, as the focus was on the stigmatization of self-

identified Asians during Covid-19. In retrospect, the author argues that more questions could 

have been involved regarding identity. Yet due to the sensitivity of discrimination the author 

believes it may have been too much to discuss in one session. Additionally, the majority of the 

individuals interviewed had never met the author before. Given the potential sensitivity of 

personal identity, asking the interviewees to bring up potentially traumatic events of 

discrimination seemed unprofessional. This can be considered for future research if more time 

was spent with the interviewees. 

 

The main goals for the entire interview process have been transparency for the interviewee to be 

aware of what the research was about, how the data would be handled, allow the interviewee to 

decide the pace, as well as what questions would be asked. Question no. 8 about passing is 

deemed as one of quite controversial questions that was asked (questions provided in Appendix). 

The question was formulated and presented differently to each interviewee based on 1) how 
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knowledgeable the person was on the subject from an academic perspective, 2) how comfortable 

the interviewee was with the previous questions, and 3) how open the author believed the 

interviewee would be to answer the question. Some constants remained the same, notably 

summarized that passing is considered as a method of blending into society to be treated as 

equals to everyone else in society, whether it be of how one acts, dresses, speaks, or interacts in 

public. Often the author would mention questions surrounding mask usage during Covid-19, as 

an indirect consideration for passing. All the questions are provided in appendix, which may be 

altered or used if similar studies are to be done.  

 

3.2.4 Pilot Interview, Reflexivity & Research Ethics 

Pilot interviews within academic research are of paramount importance. Their significance lies in 

the ability to conduct smaller scale test samples of how data collection can be actualized, and 

methods can be tested in practice, to improve further testing interviews. After a pilot interview is 

conducted, it is important to discuss with the subjects afterwards. To ask questions on the 

formulation of questions, to consider how the delivery of questions was done, pacing, as well as 

ask for any general input that would be relevant from the subject. Before the interview, a 

baseline set of questions were drafted, and discussed with the author’s colleague Eric, as well as 

discussed with the thesis supervisor. This was done to establish a sense of outside impressions 

from an anthropological perspective, as well as to finetune the interview before starting in 

earnest as to avoid any insensitivity given the delicate subject. After the baseline questions were 

established, the sole pilot interview was set up, and conducted with interviewee C. The 

interviewee was then asked about the process, as well as their thought process about the 

questions, delivery, as well as anything that they would like to add to the study. The author 

received input which led to the addition of a question related to whether the interviewee had 

discussed the topic of Asian discrimination with the subject’s friends, family, or community. 

This was a significant contribution as it allowed for some aspects which the interviewee did not 

initially consider or recollect during the interview process. As interviewee C had such rich, and 

valuable input into the research, their interview was added into the main dataset for analysis. In 

general, the questions appeared appropriate to the task at hand, and were confirmed to be 

feasible. Nonetheless, it was imperative to be reflexive, and to always ask the interviewee for 

feedback after each interview. This gauged how it felt for the subject, to develop personal 

interview skills for the subsequent interviews, and to respect the interviewees as it was ultimately 

their story being told. 
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Reflexivity 

Reflexivity was constantly considered during and after the interview delivery through reviewing 

the feedback by the interviewees. The purpose of stepping back and considering the researchers 

role additionally to one's own bias was significant: as closeness to a subject, and by listening to 

these acts of discrimination may have an inherent effect on the researcher’s objectivity. 

Consequently, between each interview an internal mental review was considered. 

Research Ethics 

When conducting the interviews, it was essential to allow for the interviewees to speak on their 

own behalf, in their own words, and be able to question, or ask for clarification, or refuse any 

aspect of the interview they felt uncomfortable with during the process. There was always 

auditory consent throughout the process, and a clear explanation was provided to the interviewee 

of how the interview would take place. Whether they felt comfortable with recording, and in 

what medium would suit them best. During the analysis however, it was later observed that the 

author was required to ask for assistance with transcribing some of the interviews from two 

colleagues Eric, and Carley. This was initially ethically problematic due to the sensitive nature of 

the interviews. To solve this concern all interviewees were contacted and asked if they would be 

comfortable having their interview transcribed by a trusted colleague. If not, the author would be 

the sole person to handle their personal data. After either written, or verbal consent was 

provided, only then would the files be provided for transcription. In total five of the interviews 

were transcribed by trusted colleagues, where the rest were done by the author. The reasons for 

this were time constraints, the lack of accuracy from automated transcription services, and 

unethicality that may rise when outsourcing outside of trusted colleagues due to the sensitive 

nature of the data. This was discussed with the supervisor and was deemed to be suitable as it is 

generally common to ‘outsource’ transcription services in research if privacy, GDPR, and 

informed consent was provided by the interviewees, which was the case. 

3.2.5       Recording, Transcription and Translation 

During the interview process, recording over the program Zoom was the main form of saving the 

interviews in a digital format. Zoom provided an easy recording platform that all the 

interviewees were accustomed to. Either on a professional, personal, or an academic sphere so it 

was deemed appropriate for the task. The interviewee was asked beforehand if they would be 

comfortable with having the session recorded with video. However, as a backup the author also 

provided the option to have the recording either without video, just audio, or as a final measure 

to have typed the responses on the computer. Nine participants were interviewed in English, and 

recorded in this manner, where one was recorded over the phone with audio recording in 

Swedish.  
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Initially the transcription was attempted to be completed using Google Cloud Speech-To-Text 

API Function (Google Cloud 2021). However due to lower transcription accuracy, it was 

concluded that transcription should be done manually instead. As manual transcription is heavily 

time consuming, half of the transcriptions had to be done with the help of colleagues. 

Nevertheless, with the help of video recordings the transcription process could be completed 

seamlessly and produced high transcription accuracy. In the end, all transcriptions were checked 

and verified by the author.  

Finally, in terms of translation almost all interviews were conducted in English so only minor 

translation was required for interviewee T. Both the interview questions, and transcription was 

personally translated by the author as to allow for truer meaning. Yet all translations may not be 

ideal to convey all sentiments perfectly. This was overlooked due to the ease of cross comparison 

between languages from an analytical perspective, and as T had the shortest interview the impact 

was minimized. 

3.2.6 Data Validity, Reliability, and Replicability 

A quite significant validity exists within the data internally, as the purpose of the study was to 

gain an insight into how individuals of Asian appearance have been discriminated against during 

Covid-19. The experiences that were presented are true to the individuals that shared them; 

especially considering that both anonymity, and safety was provided. The transcription process 

was made from video interviews to allow for tone, non-verbal gestures, pauses, and setting to be 

able to be interpreted to the extent that was possible under Covid-19. There was always the 

possibility for human error in the process of transcription. However, every transcript was 

checked throughout the transcription process to avoid misinterpretation, or significant spelling 

mistakes. Some consideration can be argued in terms of subjectivity in terms of assigning 

various coding variables, as well as provide weight as which category was deemed more 

important to be brought forward within the analysis. Nonetheless, this study always considered 

that the words of the interviewees can shine through, as well as constant reflexivity on the 

researcher to the material was considered. 

It should be noted in terms of generalizability from a critical perspective, there was a bit of a bias 

towards individuals who are studying or working within academia. Except for two subjects G 

and W1 from ten subjects interviewed, due to snowball sampling. The snowball sampling 

resulted with all interviewees having at least a bachelor’s degree, three with a master’s degree, 

and one with a doctoral degree working as a professor. The sample may in turn effect portraying 

a more academic perspective. However, since most ethnic discrimination occurs based on 

physical appearance, the results are deemed as useful for reference for not solely the perspective 

of international students, but all individuals of Asian appearance who may be targets of 

discrimination. In terms of generalizability of the entire Swedish population, the data presents 

some problems as language barriers for Swedish may have helped in the physical group assault 
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in the case of C. Nonetheless the same argument stands that most of these cases are linked to the 

theory of ‘passing.’ Physical appearance contributes to the cases of discrimination, as well as 

theoretically if a mask was worn, which suggestively may apply to a wide population in Sweden 

with an Asian background. It should be noted that due to the nature of qualitative research, 

generalization has been critiqued by quantitative researchers in the past (see Bryman 2016, p. 

399). Specifically, the critique that only small data sets are often observed, which can result in a 

narrow observation of the entire population, which intrinsically restricts formulating assumptions 

of different areas or a larger group. In part the author agrees with the vital critique, but when 

research is restricted on a subject there is validity in conducting ‘snapshots’ of phenomena 

analysis to aid in future research. Thereby eventually proving the theory that discrimination of 

individuals of Asian appearance is present and needs to be acted on. To emphasize this point, 

only ten interviews were conducted so multiple studies need to be undertaken with a stronger 

focus on at a minimum all the major cities, or simply a more in-depth study on one specific city 

such as Göteborg or Stockholm for stronger data to compare (in terms of generalizability in that 

region). Yet, for the purpose of the study it was adequate to present the findings to further 

validify the need for future research. Some bias on the researcher may be present in terms of 

desire to have brought forward the issue of discrimination towards individuals of Asian 

appearance during Covid-19. Nevertheless, as external research validity has indicated, as well as 

firsthand interviews within news and social media have presented. The subject matter is both 

salient, and relevant for publishing.   

In terms of external validity, similar results have been observed in works such as Jansson and 

Ihijji’s work (2021), as well as other reports of discrimination happening in both news as in the 

case of ‘Linn’ (Lindberg 2021), and social media such as the individual who harassed Evelyn 

Mok in Göteborg (Originally on Mok 2021; then later Blomkvist 2021). Therefore, even if 

various experiences of discrimination are unique in terms of how they are lived to the individual, 

some themes seem to overlap presenting external validity such as consideration for wearing a 

mask as a form of passing, verbal abuse, staring, or people avoiding the subjects (for passing see 

even Ma and Zhan 2020). 

Lastly, the experiment replicability can be conducted in other various cities in Sweden with 

varied results as the experiences are unique to the individuals in question. As mentioned, 

replicability can also be slightly problematic as argued by various quantitative scholars (see 

Bryman 2016, p.398-399). The main problematics exists in the three-part truth that 1) the data 

collection involves the “ingenuity” or skills of the researcher to conduct the interviews e.g., 

without leading the subject, 2) the subjectivity of what attributes are significant within the 

analysis of the data, and lastly this author's addition 3) the apt presentation of analysis for future 

research (Bryman 2016, p.398-399). These critiques are well placed in the scientific community 

as there are elements of how researchers themselves are inherently involved with the formulation 

to acquire, analyze, and present data. There lies the subjectivity of the researcher in question. To 

minimize some of these divergent elements for replicability, the interview questions are provided 
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as a set of guidelines, as well as to provide the theoretical, and methodological approach to be 

used in the researcher’s toolbox. No individual researcher will be the same based on their own 

lived experiences, nor will their conceptual understanding on methodological or theoretical 

approaches. Yet this also allows for rich academic debates within the Social Sciences through 

different mindsets. To overlook outside of the subjectivity of the researcher: if an interviewer 

would be able to grant access and trust into various Asian communities in Sweden and receive 

access to personal lived experiences of discrimination this may allow for rich comparative 

academic themes. The author believes that similar comparable themes may arise from studies, 

especially considering the temporality of the matter as Covid-19 is still an ongoing topic. Also, 

to publish on the topic comes with a hope for more consideration, and action against acts of 

discrimination towards Asians in Europe. Nevertheless, as time passes with more individuals are 

vaccinated, hopefully the problem of Asian discrimination during Covid-19 becomes less saliant. 

3.3 Ethical Considerations and Positionality 

First and foremost, it is paramount to be respectful towards the individuals that are being 

interviewed. The ethical considerations are important when researching sensitive topics such as 

discrimination, stigma, and inherently elements which formulate individuals’ identity. Secondly, 

the data that is being provided needs to be analyzed and presented in a manner which is 

considerate to the individual's integrity, mental, and social well-being. Therefore, in line with the 

Swedish Research Council’s Good Research Practice document (2017) all personal identifiers 

are removed from the results, and the individuals are referred to by their first initial of their first 

name. However, when conducting the research, some conscientious and ethical considerations 

were chosen to not be entirely anonymized due to the spirit of providing a general idea of what 

cities the discrimination occurred if specified. The reason for doing so, is that the output of the 

research allows some insight into what cities these events occurred in to allow for follow up 

research of discrimination in Sweden. Examples of this are as follows: Stockholm, Göteborg, 

Lund and Borås. 

Note on censorship, and erasure 

The application of Good Research Practice was not meant to censor, nor commit erasure of the 

opinions or identities of the interviewees. This was specifically considered to provide anonymity 

for the potential of online or in person harassment. 

Ethical consideration of conducting research in the first place? 

The purpose of conducting research within Social Sciences specifically Sociology, 

Anthropology, or Global Studies is the ability to promote social change, and the betterment of 

humankind. The ethics in producing the thesis was to allow a further platform which can be used 
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for (racial) equality within the Swedish context, and to continue the debate on human rights in 

the wake of Black Lives Matter with specifically #StopAsianHate. Therefore, in line with the 

guidelines of Good Research Practice 2.1.2 the output focus is to promote critical thinking of 

racial discrimination of Asians during Covid-19, promote a more equitable quality of life, and 

promote public discourse on the subject (ibid p.19-22). 

Positionality 

In social research the researcher must try to address and understand what relationship the author 

has to the ‘social, and political context of the study- as well as the Swedish/Asian community’ 

(definition derived from Coghlan & Brydon-Miller 2014). In this sense, it is imperative to state 

that the author is a straight, white, cis-gender male from Sweden who is fluent in both English 

and Swedish. In terms of relational ties to the (South-East) Asian context, the researcher has 

lived ten years in Malaysia and four years in Indonesia, as well as has both friends and family 

from Asia. Since the context of discrimination against Asians is personal to the researcher, the 

role of being reflexive towards one’s own positionality was vital to avoid bias in presenting or 

analyzing research. 
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3.4 Analytical Method  

3.4.1 Grounded Theory: Through Stigma, Whiteness, and Intersectionality 

Grounded Theory is an analytical method which allows the researcher to formulate theories of an 

observed phenomenon, after critical analysis has been conducted. This allows for the ‘text to 

speak for itself,’ as well as allow for insights which may be ‘blind sighted’ if the researcher is 

fixated on applying solely specific theories to the observed case (Corbin and Strauss 2015). It is 

important when approaching the data to be flexible, responsive, and to encompass the level of 

depth that demands of the project (Corbin and Strauss 2015, p.86). Through the conducted 

guidance analysis, each interview was treated in its entirety. Allows the uniqueness that the 

individual experienced from their own lens. Each interview was analyzed through the process of 

Open Coding => Axial Coding => Selective Coding to then establish the Core categories that 

were to be brought through (see explanations of each coding process via table 2 below). Through 

the various establishment of codes, and their interrelationships through axial coding, the core 

categories or themes were provided and discussed in the discussion. Thematic coding was also 

used alongside the grounded approach, which helped in interpreting the data for how themes 

related in the axial approach. To code the interview transcripts each interview was printed out 

and analyzed section by section by hand. Keywords were highlighted and noted down within a 

basic table for each individual interviewee as an overview profile. These profiles were then 

compared to each other to find the core categories which overlapped between interviewees. The 

importance of this was to treat each experience as unique to the individual. Additionally, it finds 

commonalities for the analysis and discussion. Throughout the analysis memos were created 

along the way in physical form, as memos are theoretical notes on establishing a theory and 

evokes understanding between codes (Glaser and Strauss 1967, p.113; Corbin and Strauss 2015, 

p.107-122). As mentioned, memos and diagrams are vital for the ‘analytical process, regardless 

of time constraints’ (Strauss and Corbin 1998, p.218). 

Table 2 is provided below as a reference of how each step from open coding to axial coding for 

comparison between codes, selecting codes, and finally finding the core categories are 

interrelated. Kindly note that comparisons between interviews, and codes were done on a 

frequent level to find the core categories within the dataset (e.g., whiteness, masking, and 

internalized racism).  
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Open Coding Axial Coding Selective Coding Core Category 

“The process of 

breaking down, 

examining, 

comparing, 

conceptualizing 

and categorizing 

data” (Strauss and 

Corbin 1990, p.61; 

cited from Bryman 

2016, p.574). 

“ ‘a set of 

procedures 

whereby data are 

put back together 

in new ways after 

open coding, by 

making 

connections 

between 

categories’ ” 

(Strauss and 

Corbin 1990, p.96; 

cited from Bryman 

2016, p.574). 

Bryman mentions 

that this can be 

achieved through, 

“combining codes 

to contexts, 

consequences, to 

patterns of 

interaction, and to 

causes” (Bryman 

2016, p.574). 

“ ‘The Selective 

Coding process 

involves selecting 

the Core Category, 

systematically 

relating it to other 

categories, 

validating those 

relationships, and 

filling categories 

that need further 

refinement and 

development’ ” 

(Strauss and 

Corbin 1990, 

p.116; cited from 

Bryman 2016, 

p.574). 

“The Core 

Category is the 

central issue or 

focus around 

which all other 

categories are 

integrated” 

(Bryman 2016, 

p.574). 
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4.     Results and Discussion 
 

The results section will mainly follow the general format of the three research questions, where 

important core concepts will be introduced within the most appropriate sections. The first section 

4.1 involves the stigmatization experience for self-identified Asians during the Covid-19 

pandemic in Sweden considering intersectionality. The second 4.2 surrounds the concept of 

passing as (white) Swedish as a form to avoid stigmatization. Lastly, the third section 4.3 

involves potential solutions to end stigmatization towards individuals of Asian identity. 

 

4.1 The Stigmatization Experience for Self-identified Asians during 

Covid-19 (most severe case) 

 

The analysis found that eight out of ten interviewees had experienced some form of 

stigmatization during Covid-19 namely: C, T, G1, K, S, W1, G2, and W2. Interviewee N and X 

did not experience any stigmatization during Covid-19 (see Table 3 for interviewees profile 

summary). The results are varied with ranges of severity, where the most severe case of 

discrimination involved being physically pushed to the ground in public, rock throwing, to less 

severe cases where the interviewees received passive-aggressive microaggressions in public by 

the stigmatizer such as avoidance, weird stares or being mocked at by purposefully coughing in 

their vicinity. All the cases happened to affected interviewees, with or without mask wearing. 

Interviewees C, T, G1, K, S, W1, and G2 were stigmatized more when wearing masks, and X is 

the only one who did not get stigmatized when wearing a mask. These findings confirm Jansson 

and Ihijji’s (2021) result that mask wearing did give spoiling of character to the user, in 

combination with tribal stigma to the stigmatized (Goffman [1963] 1986, p.4). This indicates that 

stigmatization towards Asians in Sweden is occurring during the Covid-19 pandemic, despite 

Koller et al’s (2021) findings that there was no evidence that stigmatization towards Chinese and 

Asian-looking people had increased on the onset of the pandemic in Germany. They concluded 

that respondents were showing adaptive responses to the infectious disease threat rather than 

increasing stigmatization. Nevertheless, the adaptive responses are showing quite strong 

correlations to travel suspensions to and from China, as well as travelers arriving from China. 

This arguably cannot guarantee that stigmatization of Asians does not occur in Sweden. Given 

that it is impossible to know if Chinese and Asian-looking people have recently arrived from 

China or not. 

 

 

 

 



38 

Table 3: Interviewee Profile Summary 

 
Color marking Severity of Stigmatization - Red as Severe, Yellow as Middle Severity, Green as 

‘Lesser’ Severity, and White indicates No Stigmatization Experienced During Covid-19. 

 

To begin the most severe case involved the stigmatization experience of C, which comprises two 

main parts namely the grocery store incidents in central Gothenburg, and the physical 

confrontation at Frölunda Torg. In 2020, C was shopping alone at a grocery store in Centrum. He 

saw a family with a little girl and a boy with their parents right across from where he was 

standing. C recalls, 

 

“The little girl just starts pointing at me and starts saying, “Corona, Corona, Corona,” and the 

parents start flipping out. The parents later ask, “Can you take off your mask?! Your mask is 

scaring my kid.” 

 

C decided to leave the store where he felt shocked that it happened. C was trying to protect them, 

and himself by wearing a mask since there may be the potential to be asymptomatic during 

Covid-19. A month later after purposefully avoiding the same store, the same event happened 

with the same person. The father “flipped out” again, and started shouting at C in Swedish, 
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raising his hand as if to strike C. Luckily an employee intervened by stepping between them, and 

then C left the store. C later reflects, 

 

“What sort of things are you putting into the kid’s head? Kids learn by what their parents say, or 

their environment and that really affects their maturity level or the way they behave growing up, 

or the way they have social encounters in the future. I felt that the kid was given all the wrong 

information about the virus… Did this shit happen because I was wearing a mask? Or did this 

shit happen because of my skin color?” 

 

The first part focuses mainly on how their parents respond to the event instead of explaining the 

situation to their child. Perhaps the result may have been different if the body that wears the 

mask was white instead. Instead, C was othered when wearing a mask, and possibly because he 

is not white. This section alludes to the masking double standard that has been observed through 

the study. C himself has recognized that people with different skin color than he does, who are 

predominantly white, would barely get any notice while wearing blue surgical masks compared 

to him. However, as a non-white foreigner “you get these weird stares.” as G2 also shared her 

similar experience in the intersectional double standard of masking. As G2 was out buying 

groceries with her white Swedish partner, she did not receive any strange stares. Most people 

would understand, and sometimes keep their distance. Yet when she was shopping alone, people 

would take notice of her appearance, avoid her, and would give unusual stares. This was also the 

case which occurred to the author, which is discussed further in the passing section under 

passing as white. 

 

The second part of C’s stigmatization experience was the physical confrontation at Frölunda 

Torg. C finally gathered the emotional readiness to go shopping in the area again on March 

18th/19th (2021) when there was a group of six to eight people all with golden hair behind him, 

he states, 

 

“I got pushed to the ground, and they started to say something… I didn’t know what to say… 

these guys just started to point at people wearing masks and stuff. They were all a bit old people, 

and at the same time I see people that are looking at what is happening, and nobody is saying 

shit. Some people are looking at what is happening, and they just walk in [to the store]. Nobody 

gave a fuck.” 

 

“I think they were trying to instigate me, to make me say stuff… [then later] to get me to react 

they started taking up [nearby stones], and started throwing them at my back. I didn’t turn back, 

or do shit, I just kept walking.” 

 

C was purposefully targeted due to being stigmatized as other, as he was using a mask. However, 

regarding the intersectional consideration the author argues that his non-white physical 
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appearance as South-Asian played a combined intersectional role in why he was harassed. C 

mentioned that he had seen other people use single-use masks in the supermarket, however [he] 

felt that it was kind of easier to make a point, by targeting [him]. Since he didn’t speak the 

language (Swedish) and was unable to critique back verbally towards the aggressors that 

harassed him if he wanted to, he avoided escalating the situation by leaving. This action did not 

mean that C accepted the treatment. He was simply avoiding conflict and potential harm to 

himself, as his position in the power-relation of that event was very unbalanced (i.e., being 

outnumbered, passive bystanders and language barrier). Moreover, C did contact the police and 

file a report. However, due to lack of evidence the case was dropped. It should be noted that C 

later discussed the incident with his white Swedish classmates, yet they blamed that C was 

wearing a mask in a ‘bad neighborhood’ (due to chaotic events that happened there, such as car 

burnings by arsonists in 2018; see Ferhatovic 2019). 

 

4.1.1 Internalized Racism and racial dissociation as a deceiving safe space to 

avoid stigma (middle-severity) 

 

The middle severity category involves the story of W2 who identifies as a male cis-man from 

China, and LGBT living in Denmark under Covid-19. W2 mentions his main experiences of 

passive-aggressive questions which he refers to as microaggressions. As the pandemic began, he 

recalls, 

 

“...there were a few times whenever I go to a bar - ‘cause there was no lockdown yet, whenever I 

go to a bar and such, people would start to ask me, “do you have Coronavirus?” …for me it’s 

these passive aggressive questions… there was this one time I was on a date… we’re having 

dinner and the waiter was basically making jokes about, “Oh, you’re from China, oh you have 

the Chinese virus”. 

 

“...I think [you] could call [it] microaggressions, now I’ve learned to laugh about it, that’s my 

way to do it now and that’s the Danish way to do it… when I lived in Sweden people didn't 

necessarily joke about this as much… it feels like people are being insensitive, but the truth is 

just that they don’t have that much filter sometimes… Danish culture [pride] themselves in 

having humor.” 

 

Despite not occurring in Sweden, it was deemed relevant to the case as Denmark is only a 30min 

ferry ride away from Helsingborg. Travel between the countries happens frequently for both 

work and recreation. Additionally, with the long-standing political agreements, centuries of 

history between the two countries, and W2 having lived in Sweden previously made the case 

relevant. Diving into the analysis, there seems to be some form of internalized racism that made 

W2 belittling his experience with passing off the questions just as jokes. Claiming that it is just a 
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part of Danish culture to not have a filter. Additionally, Denmark itself has a history of offensive 

jokes on sensitive topics. For instance, in 2005 the Danish tabloid Jyllands-Posten made 12 

offensive caricatures of the prophet Muhammad, with one of them portraying the prophet with 

bombs in his turban (Murawska-Muthesius 2009). The caricatures evidently targeted Muslims 

portrayed them as terrorists and reinforced islamophobia in the country. The same tabloid also 

made the picture of ‘Corona flag’ which essentially was a picture of the People’s Republic of 

China national flag with coronaviruses replacing its yellow stars. The ‘Corona flag’ picture had 

been made publicly, where China even asked for an official apology about it. This can easily 

give the impression that those from China, or other (Asian) non-white bodies who are conflated 

within the categorization of being ‘Asian’ in Scandinavia might be responsible for spreading the 

virus as W2 was being accused of. If not addressed, the normalization of this type of joking 

culture can lead to potential real-world implications to those that are othered. Passive-aggressive 

stigmatization, and even physical abuse to non-white bodies can be very likely to occur (see the 

report of discrimination in Swedish schools Rädda Barnen 2021, where the author argues similar 

responses occur in Danish schools). 

 
Figure 3 (found in Oelze 2020; originally from Jyllands Posten 27 January 2020). 

 

W2’s stigmatization experience also intersects with internalized racism. W2 downplayed the 

racist jokes made towards himself so he can pass and be accepted in the new Danish 

environment. W2 continues later with,  

 

“... I don’t really care what they say to me [as] long as I have friends I can talk to about those 

experiences, I think that’s... - you know, that people will care and you can actually tell your 

friends and people around you, that’s enough.”  
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This was seen as internalizing racism in a sense that by not addressing the issue, the issue 

becomes unresolved with the stigmatizer, and risks further (Asian) non-white bodies to undergo 

similar hurtful checks of identity. By not having W2 or another bystander calling out the 

stigmatizer on their microaggression, the sense of social relational identity becomes diminished 

compared to ‘native’ white Danes. This in turn further normalizes the stigmatization of Asian 

people as lesser othered virus carriers. The cruel irony is that not only W2 internalizes his 

experience, but perhaps compartmentalizes his emotions only to be discussed with a select few. 

The author further critiques this method as coping in a white space: what happens when the non-

white body is unable to find a group to share their experiences with or without them being fully 

heard, listened to, frequently belittled or racially gaslit within the paradigm of a joking culture 

(see racial gaslighting in Davis and Ernst 2017)? It is all fun and games until you are the one on 

the receiving end of the stick. However, it is imperative not to blame the victim for 

compartmentalizing this type of behavior, as the process is a defense mechanism to cope with 

trauma, harassment, and other unpleasantness when the person’s ego and identity are being 

targeted (APA 2020). Instead focus should be directed to how Swedish, and Danish society can 

change this culture as it has real life implications to the ‘othered’.  

 

The similar internalization of racism has also been seen with interviewee W1. W1 identifies as a 

Chinese female who is together with a Swedish boyfriend. According to her, she had not 

experienced that serious forms of discrimination during Covid-19. She mentioned however that 

people would intentionally cough when they saw her, as well as make some comments 

surrounding Coronavirus in her vicinity, particularly at the onset of the pandemic. Additionally, 

her boyfriend has pulled his eyes to the sides to mimic an Asian person’s slanted eyes on a few 

occasions in her presence, where he just thinks it's funny. Despite being asked not to do so, he 

argued that it is just something that you do ever since you were young.  

 

“Yeah, you know, even my boyfriend he would do that (eyelid pulling to the sides). But he is just 

joking, so, when you are close enough, you still think that is okay, even though I always tell him 

not to do that. [But] you know he just thinks it's funny, and he would tell me you know in Sweden 

you would do that all the time when you are very young, it's like very funny to do that, to play 

with your friends. So, it's just such a deep-rooted thing, so like people think it's just okay to do 

that, but not anything similar, or even closely similar to [making fun of the black] community…” 

 

On another occasion, W1 also mentioned that her boyfriend offered to go shopping instead of her 

because he wanted to prevent W1 from experiencing stigmatization through people avoiding her 

and looking scared when she shops with the mask, 

“...it feels funny for me because I know that I don’t have corona, and they just get so scared… 

Because my boyfriend he is a Swede... He would be worried when I’m out and wearing a mask 

alone, and we’d joke... maybe I should go and stuff like that. From my perspective, I just found it 
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super funny cause they don’t really hide it, they just avoid you very obviously… It’s just funny for 

me, hilarious.” 

 

The internalized racism is apparent in both W1 and her partner, which can be seen from how 

W1’s boyfriend downplays or does not take it seriously when he makes these types of jokes. On 

one hand W1’s boyfriend does not see his act of eyelid pulling as racist, yet on the other hand he 

recognized that there is some form of threat towards Asians in Sweden, especially when wearing 

masks. Through an intersectionality approach there are different lenses to view his response. An 

unequal power-relation based on sex and tribal stigmatization through race plays a role in this 

case. His act of protecting her through offering to change places to go outside, while at the same 

time failing to see the connection of ‘dangerous outside world for Asians’ to his eyelid pulling 

racist gesture shows the hypocrisy in (white) Swedish society. Additionally, W1 seemed to also 

downplay this problematic situation by letting it slide, even though she experienced another 

stigmatization before the pandemic. Some kids in Sweden called her out with ‘qing qong, ching 

chong’ when she walked by. W1 internalized it as just a minor thing, yet it still bothered her.  

 

This culture (or rather normalization) of joking towards Asians, needs to be addressed. Similarly, 

to how the Donald Duck's yearly Christmas special "Santa's Workshop" from 1932 cut out their 

blackface doll, and Jewish caricatures in 2012 (Hellekant 2012). However, the similar 

consideration was not done towards Asian caricatures in the annual show, where children are 

exposed to this tradition every Christmas. Taking down racist caricatures from the Christmas 

Donald Duck show received objections from Swedish nationalists as they were deemed to be part 

of the Swedish traditions (Hellekant 2012). Similar situation happened to the Swedish Kina rice 

puffs snack that changed their logo in 2011. Previously the snack packaging had a yellow face 

caricature with slanted eyes, and an Asian rice farmer hat before they changed it to the current 

packaging (removing the yellow face but keeping the hat) (P4 Kristianstad 2011; SVT Debatt 

2012). Again, with the Kina rice snack debate, the majority of (white) Swedish people did not 

consider the Asian caricature as stigmatizing despite the yellow face appearance on it. The more 

recent example of gaslighting behavior was done by a white Swedish opera singer Sanna 

Nielsen. She dressed in a kimono and wore facial props (thick nerdy glasses and buck teeth) that 

portrays a stereotypical yellow face caricature (Åberg 2016). Another white Swedish opera 

singer Malena Ernman defended her claiming that to call Nielsen a racist for her caricature was 

pure nonsense (ibid).  

 

Internalized racism can be seen when non-white bodies must orientate themselves to a different 

cultural identity compared to their (assumed) root culture. For instance, this situation reminisces 

how Asian-Americans dissociate themselves from both cultures; white-American culture and 

their Asian-root culture, as they must battle between multiple identities (discussed in Hsu 2019). 

The dissociative behaviors are also confirmed not only by the hierarchy of Western colorism 

(discrimination based on skin colors), but also their Asian identities which may conflict with 
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how they want to be perceived and identified when living in white spaces i.e., Western post-

colonial countries. This complication may distort the perception of Asian individuals on 

whiteness over their ethnic identities as something they have to accept and represent in order to 

blend in through racial and cultural dissociations (Hsu 2019; see even Polanco-Roman, Danies, 

and Anglin 2016; on how racial trauma can cause racial dissociation). This also links into the 

case of X where she found it imperative that her story be added into the analysis. It is important 

to state her experience of not encountering stigmatization during the pandemic in Sweden. 

Nonetheless, she recounts a hearsay about a person that got Covid-19 after visiting an Asian 

buffet in Sweden during the pandemic. He thought he got the virus from the buffet and self-

isolated. She shrugged this off as a joke, indicating a dissociation to blend in. In X’s case, a 

class-privilege may also play a role, where her workplace and her personal life in Sweden may 

minimize her exposure to Swedish society in general,  

 

“...as [a] PhD student, I stay in this environment a lot. So, I don’t feel a lot from the society in 

general [in terms of stigmatization].” 

 

Furthermore, the author argues that X’s environment is unique as she spends most of her time 

within a university setting which is more international. The author would also like to add that X 

has a German boyfriend who is also doing his PhD at the same university. X mentions that she 

wears a mask when required, in public transportation and in her workplace. Yet, X did not 

experience stigmatization when she was wearing masks on multiple occasions. Arguably, her 

having a German boyfriend may also allow her to pass through association with a white body 

(when they are together, wearing masks). Given this information, the author assumes that they 

are living close to campus (where she could reach the distance by biking or walking), and 

therefore the possibility for them to encounter stigmatizations is lower as they are living in their 

‘bubble’. The ‘bubble’ here refers to the class privilege as X is able to afford higher education, 

living and working in a protected international university environment within her living 

proximity, where it may be more accepting towards personal choice of wearing a mask. Higher 

education is regarded as part of the class privilege, together with socio-economic status as there 

are costs in order to obtain a higher education degree. This phenomenon is coherent to the 

previous research (Pan et al. 2020), where Asian of mixed race in the US had a lower experience 

of coronavirus stigmatization. One indicator to this may be class privilege, where mixed-Asians 

scored up to ten percent above the other Asian categorizations’ socio-economic status parameters 

(specifically achieved higher education standards - bachelor level and higher, as well as achieved 

the highest household income).  

 

The internalized racism that intersects with other factors, such as class and gender privileges in 

the cases of W2, W1 and X are similar, but not the same. The three cases normalized racism in 

the form of microaggression through racist gestures, quips, and jokes. What distinguishes the 

three cases was the condition and purpose of stigmatization by the stigmatizer, and the 
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stigmatized. In the case of W2 who has an intersectional identity (LGBT Asian in Denmark), his 

actions in minimizing and normalizing racist jokes during the pandemic are parts of his 

dissociation and his way of being accepted and assimilated into Danish society. Putting aside his 

hurt feelings when ridiculed as the Chinese who caused Covid-19, W2 belittled the racist jokes 

he experienced as a coping mechanism so that he could be considered as equal in Danish society. 

The similar thing happened in the case of W1, when her white Swedish boyfriend made a 

squinting gesture to imitate racist stereotypes against East Asians. Even after being asked to stop, 

he quibbled and belittled that this was normal, funny, and not serious in Swedish society; 

considering he had been doing it since he was a child. Yet he failed to see the connection to his 

racist gesture to the fact that he recognized there are potential threats towards Asians. Finally, in 

case X, there is a condition that reflects class privilege where X did not receive stigmatization, 

potentially because her environmental conditions protect X's social scope and make her oblivious 

about the potential stigmatization outside the campus ground. X as well as W2 are PhD students 

who are considered fortunate as PhD positions in Sweden and Denmark are well-paid prestigious 

jobs. They are able to live and work in an international environment at the university where the 

majority of its residents are accustomed to being exposed to different ethnicities, cultures, 

backgrounds, and are able to accept them more openly. However, high social status and class 

privileges do not seem to always guarantee individuals to be free from internalized racism and 

racial dissociation, as can be observed from the three cases above. 

 

4.1.2 ‘Least’ Severe Cases of Stigmatization 

 

The least severe cases of stigmatization during Covid-19 were mainly related to wearing masks. 

Cases are as follows: weird stares were observed in five subjects: C, T (felt negative energy 

towards him), G1, K, G2; G1 felt very hurt from being othered where he felt anxious, nervous, 

loneliness and painful being stared at while wearing a mask. G1 consciously walked as close to 

buildings as possible to avoid being close to the street in case of an encounter. G2 mentioned that 

even though she had not experienced stigmatization outside of weird gazes and avoidance, she 

always mentally prepared herself in case someone would call names, or if a physical 

confrontation would occur to her in public whenever she wears masks.  

 

Avoidance was also observed in five other subjects: T, G1, K, S, and W1. Not wearing masks to 

avoid stigma was observed in four subjects: T and K initially used a mask then felt very strange 

so decided not to. Additionally, K experienced avoidance by a fellow passenger soon as he 

boarded the bus with mask on. S avoided wearing a mask as she didn’t want her friends to feel 

strange, or uncomfortable when together with her. Lastly W2 wanted to wear a mask during the 

pandemic but considering his race already received too much attention and passive-aggressive 

jokes, W2 decided not to wear any. Intentional coughing surrounding one’s presence was 

observed in two subjects: K and W1. To add, five subjects mentioned they also had experienced 
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racism before Covid-19: T, N in terms of suspected academic misconduct where only Indian 

students were subject to questioning, W1 with ‘Ching Chong,’ G2 with stereotypes that [white 

males] should get Asian girlfriends since Asians are good in bed, and being complimented that 

she’s lucky she is Asian since she looks young where she notes that there exists a stereotype that 

young Asian women date much older men. W2 was discriminated against previously in Sweden 

where he received passive-aggressive questions about his origin, being asked if he was Psy, or 

Kim Jong Un (from Korea). Later, when they found out W2 was from China, they mentioned 

that if W2 is made in China, there was the association that he must be broken in some way 

referring to poor export manufacturing quality. Additionally, despite not occurring in Sweden, X 

mentioned that when she was smoking outside a bar in the US she was approached by multiple 

men. They wondered if she wanted a drink despite there being other women around her, 

indicating the continued stereotyping of the hypersexualization of Asian women which occurs 

not only in Sweden (as observed by Hooi 2018). 

 

4.2. Passing in (white) Swedish society: through the lenses of tribal 

stigmatization and phenomenology of whiteness 

“The basic principle of Swedish democracy stated that all human beings are equal in worth” 

(Regeringskansliet 2005: 75, cited in Hooi 2018, p.4) 

The statement above was taken from The Swedish Government Office (Regeringskansliet), an 

authority body in Sweden whose task is to support the country’s governance and implement its 

policies. Modern day Sweden is well-known for valuing equal rights in utter respect, which is 

expressed by the above statement. However, the country itself also has an extensive history of 

racial discrimination, segregation and failing integration system. To explain, it is mentioned that 

“Sweden has a colonial history of various abuses against Sami people: forced relocations, racial 

biology, assimilation policy, political discrimination, medical abuses and theft of Sami land” 

(Amnesty Sverige n.d.), as the result of Sweden’s colonial interest to expand its power to the 

north in the 18th - 19th centuries. Although not as bad, the discrimination towards Sami people 

in Sweden is unfortunately still happening (Brännlund n.d.; Sametinget 2018; Skielta 2017). The 

increasing wave of migration to Sweden after the second world war, mostly motivated by 

economic interests and asylum (Swedish Institute 2021), accompanied by Sweden’s ineffective 

and slow integration system has the potential to trigger segregation in society. The situation has 

been made worse by the rise of the right-wing movement spearheaded by the Swedish Democrats 

(SverigeDemokraterna, SD) party, which advocates policies that are restrictive towards 

immigrants and asylum seekers (Tomson 2020).  

The segregation and social inequality experienced by minorities in Sweden was also apparent 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. The limited dissemination of Covid-19 due to language barriers, 
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different methods of communication between cultures, population and residential segregation, 

and low economic income are alleged to be the reasons for high Covid-19 cases among 

immigrants and minorities in Sweden (Rothschild 2020; Franssen 2020). The formation of this 

segregation cannot be separated from the tribal stigma imposed on immigrants, including the 

decision of wearing masks during the pandemic (which became heavily politicized; see O’Shea 

and Walravens 2021) as a preventive measure against coronavirus, in addition to routinely 

washing hands, maintaining distance, and avoiding public spaces if they are not healthy. The 

decision to wear or not to wear mask represents the separation of “us” versus “them” through 

devaluation of others using labels, social status, and discrimination (Lucas and Phelan 2012; on 

Link & Phelan 2001). Someone’s decision to wear a mask or not may result in stigmatization, or 

an ability to pass. Whiteness also plays a central role in the case of stigmatization towards Asians 

in (white) Swedish society during the Covid-19 pandemic. Following Sara Ahmed’s 

phenomenology of whiteness, it explains that in order to avoid the stigma in a white-centered 

space to accommodate (mainly) the interests of dominating white bodies, non-white bodies are 

often asked to conform.  

It can be crucial to examine “how bodies become white or fail to do so, as well as how spaces 

can take on the given qualities of such bodies'' (Ahmed 2007, 156). As the bodies can become 

white (fully or to certain extent), the bodies will be given a quality that may assert their sense of 

belonging in the space. To belong, white bodies do not have to orientate towards their whiteness 

as it is regarded as something inherited and accepted (ibid, 156-157). Unlike non-white bodies, 

white bodies’ whiteness goes unnoticed. For instance, those with white privilege do not 

experience the world as others who lack that (ibid, 160). If a rich upper-class white heterosexual 

male is asked if they have ever experienced racism in Sweden, the given answer might be 

entirely different than if they were non-white, poor and coming from a historically stigmatized 

and prone to poverty and violence region like Angered in Gothenburg. Where, when, who, and 

how bodies move or interact give different experiences. Not only are our lenses different, but 

how we are born also influences how we are treated. To explain, accents can determine whether 

someone can belong or not within a certain society, due to the identity aspects that indicate the 

origin and socio-economic status of a person. Furthermore, a socio-cultural factor such as 

Jantelagen (a part of Swedish assumed cultural codes to not stick out and be noticed within 

Scandinavian society; NE Nationalencyklopedin n.d.) makes it harder for non-white bodies to 

not standing out in the predominantly white Swedish society. This becomes an impossible 

challenge to tackle as non-white bodies do not share ‘given racial attributes’ in the ‘sea of 

whiteness’ of Swedish society (concept Ahmed 2007, p.157). The ‘invisibility of whiteness only 

happens for those who are so used to inhabit such space, they learn not to see it’ (Ahmed 2004b, 

found in Ahmed 2007, p.157). Such situation may make non-white bodies feel uncomfortable, 

visible, and exposed as they are always sticking out whenever they take up the space. 

Furthermore, ‘non-white bodies are seen invisible within the white space while at the same time 

they may become hypervisible and make them appears out of place and stand out or stand apart’ 
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(Ahmed 2007, 159). This can be seen from an act of othering through the Eurocentric gaze, via 

orientalism that puts and reduces the Asian people and their cultures as part of ‘yellow fever’ 

and/or the ‘yellow peril’ tropes (something that is feared as well as it is desirable and intriguing 

to explore; Hooi 2018; Tchen and Yeats 2014). The yellow fever trope can take form in the 

fetishization of Asian women by (white) western hetero males, perpetuated and strengthened by 

western media, or the fascination over Asian’s model minority myth (model minority origin 

Petersen 1966). Meanwhile, the yellow peril trope (dated back from 1899’s western propaganda 

of anti-Qing dynasty through dehumanizing and reinforced well-worn stereotypes of Chinese 

people; Odijie 2017), resurfaced recently amid Covid-19 pandemic (Jack-Davies 2020), as well 

as in the US trade-war narrative against China that transitioned the model minority myth from 

coveted into a threat (see Li and Nicholson 2021). These racist narratives and tropes potentially 

frighten white bodies (as well as other non-Asian bodies) to accept and share the space with 

Asian bodies. This applies as well to some bodies who even have passed as ‘white’, as they 

might still be out of line with the institutions they inhabit.  

4.2.1 To mask or not to mask: How can Asians pass in (white) Swedish 

society’s muddled mask mandate during the Covid-19 pandemic? 

 

As the Covid-19 pandemic spreads across Europe, the Swedish Public Health Authority 

(Folkhälsomyndigheten) in spring 2020 announced their risk prevention steps that includes: wash 

your hands properly, keep safe social distance, and stay home if you are sick. This tripartite 

mantra was considered simple and consistent as they are following the WHO guidelines for 

“Communicating risk in public health emergencies” (WHO 2017; found in O’Shea and 

Walravens 2021). The guidelines emphasize that “uncertainties should be explicitly stated that 

the information is consistent and easy to understand, and that the messaging contains specific 

and realistic recommended actions” (O’Shea and Walravens 2021 interpretation of WHO 2017). 

Sweden managed to follow two of the three points, but failed to communicate risk uncertainties 

regarding mask wearing, even after receiving more developed understanding and information 

about coronavirus. Mask wearing became widespread and normalized in other European 

countries by August 2020. However, Folkhälsomyndigheten declared via their spokesperson 

Anders Tegnell that “the evidence for mask-wearing was “astonishingly weak” (Olsson 2021; 

O’Shea and Walravens 2021), although research proves otherwise (Howard et al. 2021). Tegnell 

later added that mask use could potentially increase the spread of the virus, especially when they 

are not worn correctly (O’Shea and Walravens 2021).  

 

The Swedish muddled and politicized mask mandate was exacerbated by a sudden and confusing 

decision change in December when Swedish prime minister Stefan Lofven announced a new 

mask wearing policy. In their new policy, Folkhälsomyndigheten announced that public transport 

commuters in Sweden are recommended to wear masks during peak hours on the weekdays, at 7-

9 am and 4-6 pm. Especially when it is impossible to keep their distance nor when it is 
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impossible to book a seat. The recommendation applies to people born in 2004 and earlier, i.e., 

people in high school age and older (Folkhälsomyndigheten 2020). The directive is considered 

complicated and confusing, especially with the attitude of the Swedish government that seems to 

be anti-mask for a relatively long time. This is evidenced by only half of the commuters 

complying with the mask-mandate (Razooq 2021). Even the director of Folkhälsomyndigheten 

was caught not wearing a mask when traveling by bus; later arguing that he was not aware of 

peak hours (Berg and Tanha 2021). In this regard, the author argues that Sweden has trustable 

government and experts, so Swedish society will follow their recommendations even if other 

countries disagree with them. Choosing to wear a mask will be against the social norm unless 

you are deemed to be in a suitable condition to wear it (e.g., medical personnel or people in risk 

groups, especially the elderly).  

 

The confusing information and unclear responsibilities (Expressen 2020), followed by indecision 

and lack of government support for mask wearing seem to trigger further stigmatization of 

Asians during the pandemic in Sweden. This can be observed through various layers of 

stigmatization received by interviewees during the pandemic. Masks, which are simply a means 

of protection against airborne pathogens, have become politicized. It should be noted that public 

mask wearing in Asian countries is common, where not wearing a mask during a pandemic in 

public spaces is rather seen as something selfish and disrespectful. However, in some Western 

countries, instead of feeling safe and protected, mask wearers receive stigma and discrimination 

(Ma and Zhan 2020). The stigma that comes is also intersectional. Not only judged by the 

decision to wear masks, but also considering their ethnic identities (including skin color, 

association of ethnic facial types, and language skills), socio-economic status and gender aspects. 

This can be observed from various experiences of interviewees, where seven from the eight out 

of ten interviewees who had experienced some form of stigmatization during Covid-19 received 

more stigma when wearing a mask. Among them, C's case is the most serious (verbal and 

physical harassment) which is allegedly caused by C's ethnic attributes, namely his South Asian 

facial character, C's brown skin color (colorism aspect), and C's Swedish language limitations, 

apart from C's decision to wear a mask. This was not found in the interviewees T, G1, K, S, W1, 

and G2 who experienced 'milder stigmatization'. Judging from the colorism aspect, the six 

interviewees tend to have a lighter skin color than C (presumably from their countries of origin). 

The gender aspect may explain why S, W1 and G2 as females, tend not to experience physical or 

verbal abuse as severe as C. Although they still have the potential to be sexually stigmatized by 

western patriarchal views (hypersexualization). T and G2 are able to speak Swedish fluently, 

which makes it easier for them to understand the situation and social context around them but not 

necessarily for the rest. Socio-economic conditions in the form of class privileges have also 

contributed to the stigmatization of Asians in Sweden. Class privileges here include residential 

environment, employment and income, education level and social environment. The level of 

exposure to the Swedish social environment can determine how far is the stigmatization of 

Asians. This can be observed in the experience of X who claimed not to have experienced and 
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did not see any stigmatization during the pandemic in Sweden. On the one hand, X may just be 

fortunate, but on the other hand it cannot be denied that there is a class privilege factor at play 

here. X's status as a doctoral student as well as a paid academic worker allows X to work, live 

and socialize in a 'bordered international' environment, making her less exposed to Swedish 

society in general. This social barrier protects X from stigmatization of Asians, which is more 

common among those from less privileged socio-economic classes. 

 

Normally personal experiences should be avoided to be brought into research, especially in terms 

when impartiality is concerned. However, hearing various discrimination stories being told of 

Asian individuals, the discussion needs to mention the intersectionality of whiteness towards 

mask wearing. As a white Swedish male, the author has been in public, both alone, and with 

Asian colleagues or partners throughout the entirety of the Covid-19 pandemic. Both with 

wearing a mask and without. This is based on the assumption reflected on in reality that Sweden 

is considered and categorized as a white space inhabited by majority white bodies. Reaffirming 

Sara Ahmed’s theory, there is always the default social consideration of how one should act in 

public to pass as Swedish (to not stick out to not become stigmatized). If one sticks out society 

marks the individual as othered in actions, inaction, or simply ignored.  

 

At the start of the pandemic, I was playing pool with two South-East Asian friends at a local bar. 

During the match I could tell there were some patrons who were intentionally pretending to 

cough, in a gesture to mock, and to give notice to the people I was with that they were Asian. 

The gesture can quite clearly be interpreted as a conscientious opinion of the stigmatizers, that 

they associated Asians with Covid-19. Additionally, they are very likely placing the blame of 

having the virus in Sweden to those from (East/South-East) Asia. This experience was true to me 

and how I felt. A second experience was when I was shopping for groceries with my Asian 

partner, wearing masks. A white man was standing outside waiting for his friend to come outside 

the shop. On the way into the store, I noticed the man outside coughed as we walked by. Inside, I 

noticed a person who I assumed was a friend of his wearing a US confederate flag pinned on his 

shirt (which is quite unusual in Sweden to see). Then after we finished shopping, as we walked 

out the man coughed again. Literally just as we passed by which was not circumstantial. In 

response to this I stopped, met eyes with him, and stared until he became uncomfortable and then 

finally, he left. 

 

The incident invokes my thought process about my level of whiteness of passing in Swedish 

society. What if I was less white, less Swedish, or came from another country? Would my 

experience have been different? I argue, yes. Only when confronted by a white "equal," and 

being called out on his act, does the subtle act of staring produce a social check to back off. If I 

had some physical attributes of not passing as white Swedish, then perhaps he could use that as a 

form of legitimizing his actions, but no, he decided it was not worth the act to antagonize another 

'white.' 
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4.3 Potential Solutions to End Stigmatization of Individuals of Asian 

Identity: What Can Be Done for Future Generations?  

4.3.1 Addressing Passivity, and Complacency 

 

Apart from Jantelagen, passivity has been observed as one of the main concerns of 

stigmatization in (white) Swedish society. Namely referring to the normalization of internalized 

racism and racial dissociation. Similarly, to what Jansson and Ihijji had observed, some of their 

informants had mentioned that there already existed a sedimentary culture within Sweden that 

normalized jokes towards individuals with Asian backgrounds; which potentially could have 

caused Covid-19 related stigmatization (Jansson and Ihijji 2021, p.50). The author even argued 

that this could have been the reason why some informants did not react strongly towards the 

stigmatization (ibid, p.50). This is also evidence in the cases of W1, W2, and X when they 

encountered passive-aggressive microaggressions. They tend to diminish the microaggressions 

disguised as harmless questions or jokes where W1, W1’s partner and W2 agreed and regarded 

them as jokes. Even W1’s partner openly did sideways eyelid-pulling in her presence, stating that 

it was common to do so even from a young age. Similarly in X’s case of a racial-accusative 

hearsay, where X passed them off as jokes.  

 

Referring to passivity, the author argues that this form of Swedish culture needs to be addressed 

and changed. Racism against Asians must be taken seriously since this phenomenon through 

stereotypes and othering has occurred since colonial times (orientalism). Covid-19 has just made 

the phenomenon more apparent with Trump’s anti-China rhetoric (Chiu 2020), in line with the 

momentum of BlackLivesMatter. One way to address the issue is by policing (white) media, 

friends, family, and society as a whole to consider the implication of establishing stereotypes, 

such as the hypersexualiztion of Asian women; or yellowface (through removing Hollywood 

films such as Full Metal Jacket; see Hwang and Parreñas 2021; Åberg 2016). To call people out 

on their stigmatizing perceptions, and discriminatory actions are imperative regardless of race. 

As C mentioned nobody did anything to call out the attackers, and just walked by. S even 

mentioned that discrimination can involve the act of inaction to not speak up, to be passive, e.g., 

to walk past racial harassment happening in a crowded square. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



52 

4.3.2 Avoid Gaslighting: Creating a safe space 

 

In line with the concept of policing, and not becoming complacent towards the people around 

you when they enact upon stigmatization of Asians is to avoid racial gaslighting (Davis and 

Ernst 2017). Gaslighting generally involves undermining other people’s lived experience and 

attempting to shift the blame onto other minor factors other than the main cause (e.g., race). For 

instance, using Danish joking culture as an excuse to alienate a person for being a non-white 

body (W2). What is important to note is that not only can this occur by individuals who ‘own’ a 

white space, but also within one’s own community. When C was attacked, some of his white-

Swedish friends blamed him for wearing a mask, or blamed the area, despite other passersby 

wearing masks. To them blame was never truly assigned to the stigmatizers, or any passersby 

who could have called the police. Therefore, it is imperative to establish a place where those that 

are discriminated against are able to vent their experiences without fear, anxiety, and societal 

stigma from their peers to relive their trauma in vain as these experiences are true to the 

stigmatized. In part some similarities come to mind to women who have been raped, where just 

talking about it is extremely difficult, not to mention the anxiety and fear of social ridicule of 

victim-blaming can be overwhelming on top of the act itself. 

4.3.3 (Re)Education - A focus on learning about different cultures, accepting 

differences, and teaching others of racism 

 

A common theme that arose from discussing with interlocutors was that education seen as a tool 

that can be used to combat stigmatization and discrimination. Three main elements are 

summarized below: 

 

● Acknowledge that race is a factor which does affect how people treat you based on 

whiteness and passing as (white) Swedish. Teach others to accept that we are all diverse 

and understand that we are all different, but that we should all be treated with respect 

considering differences. I argue that race needs to be addressed and discussed openly, 

despite Sweden’s colorblind approach. Racism is still happening in Sweden even if it’s 

not acknowledged in public and tends to be shunned as taboo (Rädda Barnen 2021; 

Hübinette 2017; Wikström and Hübinette 2021; see even US context Bonilla-Silva 

[2003] 2017). 

● C suggests having classes in institution bodies such as schools, universities, even 

workplaces, to learn about discrimination similarly as having sexual education. In this 

setting we could even teach how to report discrimination if it happened to a family 

member, a stranger, or yourself, and to also normalize talking about discrimination. This 

may help since schools in Sweden have been turning a blind eye in some discriminatory 

instances (as seen in Rädda Barnen 2021). Unlearning the outdated concept of 
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discriminatory beliefs and practices (e.g., concept of race, sexism and misogyny, physical 

and mental disabilities) may help us to reevaluate ourselves and our privileges. Only 

when this has been done can the re-learning process on equity issues be addressed and 

continued accordingly. 

● Encourage a community-based communication network led by Asian diaspora, Asian-

Swedish, as well as allies similar to Stop AAPI-Hate group in the US (Stop AAPI Hate 

Coalition 2020). This platform can help hate-crime victims to inform, report, document, 

provide psychological support and assist those who are discriminated against. To have a 

network formulated by others in similar positions may provide a sense of empathy and 

sympathy in addition to problem resolving. This community is recommended having 

affiliations to DO, to the police, or even national social services.  
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5. Conclusion and Future Research 

The thesis aimed to tell the stories of those who self-identify as Asian who have experienced 

stigmatization during the Covid-19 pandemic in Sweden. To take a deeper look into how passing 

as (white) Swedish is inherently problematic through the concepts of tribal stigma and whiteness. 

Lastly, to discuss and identify potential solutions towards stigmatization of Asians in Sweden 

from the perspective of the affected individuals. Through a qualitative grounded theory approach 

with elements of thematic analysis, ten in-depth semi-structured interviews were analyzed. 

Following the three research questions the results are as follows: 

 

Through the dataset it is evident that (tribal) stigmatization of Asians has occurred during Covid-

19 in Sweden, where eight out of ten interlocutors mentioned that they have received some form 

of stigmatization ranging from most severe to least severe. The most severe cases include 

physical abuse (being pushed to the ground and rock throwing), as well as verbal abuse (being 

shouted at to remove mask). The middle severity involved passive-aggressive microaggressions, 

often downplayed as jokes and quips. The least severe cases involved avoidance, weird stares, 

and intentionally coughing in one’s presence. It should be noted that all experiences happened 

both with and without mask wearing. Nevertheless, mask wearing seems to exacerbate the 

stigmatization received, confirming Jansson and Ihijji’s (2021) study noting the spoiling of 

character (ibid, p.50).  

The study found that there are intersectional factors that influence Asian stigmatization and 

passing. These factors include ethnic identities (including skin color, association of ethnic facial 

types, and language skills), socio-economic status and gender aspects. All of these factors can 

cause some form of racial and cultural dissociation, allowing the possibility for internalized 

racism (i.e., downplaying microaggressions as jokes and as coping mechanisms to blend into 

Scandinavian society). 

To end stigmatizations of individuals of Asian identity in Sweden, it is important to call out 

passivity and complacency that exists within (white) Swedish society. A safe space needs to be 

established where stigmatized individuals are able to express themselves and feel that they are 

being listened to without being (racially) gaslighted. This can be feasibly achieved through 

(re)education measures by acknowledging and openly discussing the false concept of (racial) 

color-blindness at institutional bodies such as schools, universities, even workplaces. Finally, we 

need to encourage a community-based communication network that has affiliations to DO, the 

police, and/or national social services. This can help hate-crime victims to inform, report, 

document, provide psychological support and assist those who are discriminated against. 

Future studies of the stigmatization of Asians in Sweden shall have wider and expanded scopes 

of respondents and locations. It is important to accommodate the respondents’ experiences from 
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different socio-economic backgrounds and residentials. It shall include not only the Asian 

population in big cities, but also in smaller towns and even countryside. Conversation with 

(white) Swedish individuals in regards to stigmatization against Asians in Sweden shall also be 

encouraged. Dissemination efforts regarding the negative impact of whiteness and racial color-

blindness are important, as this has the potential to hinder mutual understanding and integration 

between the majority and minority ethnic groups in Swedish society. 
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7. Appendix 

Main interview points: 

The shorthand of these interview points were the following: 

 

1) Background of person - how do they identify themselves without pressing too personally? 

(Considering intersectionality) 

2) Define discrimination in your own way 

3) Experienced discrimination during Covid-19? In what way? 

4) Experienced discrimination before Covid-19? In what way, do they compare? 

5) Passing as a concept: Examples could involve language, attire, makeup, how people act, 

mannerisms 

6) News on the topic of Asian discrimination in Sweden vs back home (if applicable) 

7) How do you think we may solve discrimination against individuals of Asian identity? 

8) Have you talked about these issues with your friends, family, or community? If so, what did 

they say? 

9) Do you know anyone who may want to be interviewed on this topic, or experienced similar 

events? 

Interview Questions: 

1)         What is your name? 

2)         What age are you, if I may ask? 

3)         Where do you consider to be your home country? Were you born in Sweden or did you         

……….migrate? Do you have Swedish nationality? How would you identify yourself? 

4)         What is your current occupation? 

5)         In your own words, how would you define discrimination? 

 

6)         Have you been discriminated against based on your race, color, religion, ethnicity, or in 

any other way during the Covid-19 pandemic?  

a.         Would you mind sharing your experience? 

b.         How did you feel when it happened? How do you feel about it now? 

c.         Why do you think you were discriminated against? 

7)         Have you been discriminated against in Sweden before the Covid-19 pandemic? If yes, in 

what way? 

a.         Would you mind sharing your experience? 
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b.         How did you feel when it happened? How do you feel about it now? 

c.         Why do you think you were discriminated against? 

8 )        In sociology there is a term called, ‘passing’ where someone tries their best to blend into 

society through various methods to be treated like ‘everyone else’, or to avoid harassment or 

conflict with people who are xenophobic or obnoxious. This might be within the Swedish 

context to avoid receiving too much attention from speaking a foreign language in public spaces, 

to either minimize talking in public, changing how they talk to be more similar with slang, or by 

simply speaking Swedish. Other methods could be dressing similarly, dying one’s hair, applying 

brighter make-up or other forms of mimicking western, or ‘Swedish’ behavior or appearance. 

Have you ever thought about changing how you dress, talk, act to try to blend or ‘fit into 

society’? If so, in what ways? 

9)         Do you feel there has been a difference between sentiment towards Asians due to Covid-

19? If so, in what way? 

10)      How do you think Asians have been represented in news media during Covid? Is there a 

difference nationally vs internationally? 

11)      How do you think the Swedish government has acted to avoid the potential stigmatization 

that Asians may be responsible for having or passing Covid-19? 

12)      What do you think can be done to stop discrimination and stigmatization of individuals of 

Asian appearance during Covid-19? 

13)      Do you think the media (social media, newspapers, TV, etc.) have had a role (positive or 

negative) regarding discrimination and stigmatization of individuals of Asian appearance during 

Covid-19? 

14)      Have you discussed these types of questions about racism towards Asians with your 

friends or community? What do they say? 

15)      Do you know of someone else who has been discriminated against? Could I get in contact 

with them? 

Potential additional questions based on time and relevance 

A1) Did you report these actions of racism? (Why not?) 

A2) Are you aware of any discrimination hotlines in Sweden? Places to report these matters? 
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