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Professional status as a shield: racialized class mobility and 
the negotiation of belonging in Sweden
Shifte Mosalli and Katarina Giritli Nygren 

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, Mid Sweden University, Sundsvall, Sweden

ABSTRACT  
In the Swedish national context, class mobility and work are 
commonly framed as pathways to inclusion and belonging. 
Drawing on in-depth interviews, this article examines this 
promise by exploring how class-mobile racialized second- 
generation migrants in Sweden negotiate belonging in and 
through work, both within workplaces and in relation to the 
imagined national community. By integrating boundary 
scholarship with research on belonging and racism, the article 
advances a processual understanding of racialized class mobility. 
The findings show that professional inclusion at work is shaped 
by racialized demands of Swedishness that structure everyday 
interactions, evaluations of competence, and access to informal 
relations. At the level of the imagined national community, 
professional status becomes a resource that must be 
continuously mobilized to assert legitimacy rather than a stable 
basis for belonging. The analysis thus shows that while 
professional status enables workplace inclusion, belonging 
through work remains conditional at the national level.
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Introduction

The Swedish welfare model, grounded in long-standing ideals of equality and redistribu
tion, has historically been understood as facilitating both collective and individual class 
mobility. At the same time, the Swedish welfare state has, from its inception, been 
marked by exclusionary and segregating processes that have produced racialized forms 
of inequality, especially through the organization of work and the labor market (Mulinari 
and Neergaard 2022; Schierup 2010). Despite these structural dynamics, Sweden main
tains a strong national self-image as a color-blind society, in which the structural roots 
of racialized inequality are rarely addressed in public debate. Instead, exclusion is indivi
dualized and responsibility is placed on racialized migrants, who are portrayed as unable 
or unwilling to integrate – or assimilate – into Swedish society and to embody dominant 
ideals of Swedishness (Dahlstedt 2015). Within this discourse, racialized groups are 
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constructed as culturally distinct from white Swedes, who are positioned as natural 
members of the national community, and as insufficiently oriented toward work and 
class mobility.

In this context, work occupies a central moral and symbolic role in defining who is 
recognized as a deserving and legitimate member of the imagined national community 
(Dahlstedt 2009; Mulinari and Neergaard 2022). Employment – especially within 
middle-class and professional occupations – is widely framed as evidence of Swedishness, 
contribution, and deservingness, positioning professional success as a key marker of 
national belonging. As a result, work and class mobility are mobilized as central moral 
and political remedies to racial inequality, framed as the primary routes to inclusion 
and national belonging. Labor market inclusion is therefore expected to operate as a 
bridge between structural integration and national belonging.

Against this backdrop, this article examines the gap between the promise of inclusion 
and belonging through work and class mobility and the lived realities of those who have 
achieved professional mobility. Drawing on in-depth interviews, we analyse how class- 
mobile racialized1 second-generation migrant professionals experience and navigate 
racialized processes of exclusion in and through work. Here, racialization is understood 
as a relational process through which cultural and national boundaries are constructed 
and naturalized, producing hierarchies of belonging within the national imaginary 
(Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992). In Sweden, racialization has been closely linked to 
migration and ideas of cultural difference, repeatedly positioning migrants and their des
cendants as not fully belonging to the imagined Swedish community (Mulinari and Neer
gaard 2017). These processes are further shaped by racialized constructions of 
Swedishness that align national belonging with whiteness and, as mentioned above, 
work (Dahlstedt 2009; Mattsson 2005; Mulinari and Neergaard 2022). Consequently, pro
fessional inclusion unfolds within a context where subjects racialized as non-white remain 
positioned as non-belonging, regardless of formal integration.

The article’s point of departure is the central role attributed to work and class mobility 
in Swedish constructions of inclusion and national belonging. Rather than treating 
belonging as something produced solely within the workplace, we approach work as a 
key site through which national belonging is imagined, demanded, and claimed. By cen
tering everyday experiences and strategies, we explore how these individuals negotiate 
exclusion, assert belonging, and claim inclusion in spaces where their presence remains 
conditional. In doing so, this study contributes to an understanding of how inclusion 
and exclusion are co-produced in contemporary Sweden. It highlights that while class 
mobility opens opportunities, racialized constructions of Swedishness continue to struc
ture recognition, reproducing persistent boundaries of belonging and inclusion in both 
professional contexts and the imagined national community.

Class mobility, work and the limits of inclusion

Within migration and integration research, particularly work inspired by neo-assimilation
ist frameworks, educational and occupational class mobility among racialized second- 
generation migrants is commonly treated as a key indicator of successful integration 
into the imagined national community. This literature largely assumes that class mobility 
signals inclusion, positioning education and professional attainment as central pathways 

2 S. MOSALLI AND K. GIRITLI NYGREN



into the national “we” (Alba and Foner 2017; Alba and Maggio 2022). As Drouhot (2024) 
argues, however, this assumption remains primarily theoretical, with limited empirical 
attention to how belonging through class mobility is actually experienced and inter
preted by racialized subjects themselves.

Alternative perspectives, foreground how racial and economic hierarchies constrain 
access to full incorporation within mainstream society. While some individuals do 
achieve class mobility, often by mobilizing social and cultural capital, this rarely translates 
into unambiguous inclusion. Instead, studies describe patterns in which class mobility 
coexists with persistent racialization and enduring structural barriers. As such, a 
growing body of research challenges the idea that class mobility dissolves symbolic 
national boundaries within the imagined national community and, by extension, the 
labor market, demonstrating instead that descendants of racialized migrants continue 
to encounter exclusion and discrimination after entering high-status professional 
spaces (Aslan et al. 2020; Drouhot 2024; Konyali 2017; Shams 2020; Tran, Lee, and 
Huang 2019). Despite these insights, migration and integration research in the Swedish 
context has to a lesser extent examined how this continued significance of race and racia
lization after class mobility is experienced and navigated by the racialized second- 
generation.

Research on racialized class mobility addresses some of these gaps by focusing on the 
challenges and strategies that characterize mobility trajectories and life in new class pos
itions. Studies consistently show that, unlike their white counterparts, racialized class- 
mobile individuals are often perceived as outsiders from the outset, as middle-classness 
tends to be implicitly associated with whiteness. To manage these perceptions, individ
uals adopt strategies aimed at signaling their class position, while negotiating their racia
lized position (Rollock 2014; Rollock et al. 2011; Scandone 2022; Sepúlveda 2023). Much of 
this literature remains centered on education, emphasizing experiences of institutional 
barriers as well as the symbolic role of educational attainment as a resource for signaling 
respectability and countering racism (Aquino 2016; Cole and Omari 2003; Shahrokni 2020; 
Vincent et al. 2013). Educational achievement thus functions not only as material capital 
but also as a form of “everyday anti-racism” (cf. Aquino 2016). However, given this strong 
focus on education, this body of work has paid less attention to the symbolic significance 
of work, and to how racialized class-mobile individuals experience and negotiate raciali
zation within professional workplaces.

These dynamics have, however, been more extensively examined in scholarship on 
racialized inequalities in working life, which documents experiences of subordination 
and exclusion in the labor market, particularly among racialized working-class groups. 
Research on the Swedish context shows that racialized workers are systematically 
excluded from secure employment and disproportionately concentrated in low-paid 
and precarious jobs, where they face biased evaluations of competence, exclusion from 
informal networks, and everyday workplace racism (Boréus, Neergaard, and Sohl 2021; 
Neergaard 2006; Vesterberg 2016). Internationally, substantial literature has also exam
ined the working life experiences and strategies of racialized middle-class professionals, 
highlighting striking continuities with research on the working class: racism remains per
vasive, even if class position provides resources for coping with and responding to it (e.g. 
Anderson 2022; Lacy 2007; Smith 2004; Wingfield and Chavez 2020; Wingfield and 
Wingfield 2014). At the same time, research shows that in predominantly white middle- 
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class and professional settings – where racialized individuals are often one of few – racia
lization frequently operates through heightened visibility, intensified scrutiny, and forms 
of tokenization, rendering racialized professionals symbolically valuable yet structurally 
marginal (Wingfield and Wingfield 2014).

In Sweden, research on racialized middle-class professionals remains limited, with only 
a small number of studies examining experiences of specific occupational groups, for 
example doctors (Mulinari 2014), nurses (Selberg 2021), and academics (de los Reyes 
2007). These studies point to similar patterns, highlighting the continuing significance 
of racialization in such settings as well. Racialized professionals are frequently perceived 
as outsiders, have their competence questioned, and see their qualifications undervalued 
or rendered invisible. Discrimination in recruitment and promotion, “glass ceilings”, and 
informal networks structured around perceived similarity restrict access to career oppor
tunities. To manage these dynamics, individuals adopt strategies such as surrounding 
themselves with ethnic Swedes to signal integration, displacing experiences of racism 
to other contexts, overperforming to compensate for their perceived “migrant status,” 
or downscaling ambitions as a form of self-protection (de los Reyes 2007; Mulinari 
2014; Selberg 2021). While class privilege may buffer some forms of exclusion, these strat
egies remain constrained by racial boundaries, underscoring the persistent entanglement 
of privilege and marginalization.

Our study is situated at the intersection of these fields, building on and extending this 
body of research, with a particular focus on racialization, nation, work, and belonging. We 
examine how class-mobile racialized second-generation migrant professionals in Sweden 
experience and negotiate belonging in and through work, and how class mobility, long 
framed as a pathway to national inclusion, does not necessarily translate into full recog
nition within either middle-class workplaces or the imagined national community.

Theoretical framework: racialization, boundaries, and belonging

In this article, we approach class mobility as a process unfolding within racialized power 
structures. Our framework integrates insights from assimilation scholarship, research on 
everyday and institutional racism, and relational approaches to national belonging. 
Together, these perspectives allow us to conceptualize professional status not merely 
as symbolic capital, but as a conditional and defensive resource mobilized in response 
to racialized boundaries.

A key analytical distinction in this study is between structural integration and symbolic 
belonging. Structural integration refers to incorporation into central societal institutions – 
most notably education and the labor market – and is commonly assessed through indi
cators such as educational attainment, occupational status, and income. Within neo- 
assimilationist frameworks, such incorporation is often assumed to facilitate gradual 
inclusion into the imagined national community (Alba and Foner 2017). However, a 
growing body of research demonstrates that structural integration does not necessarily 
translate into recognition or belonging as a legitimate member of society (Aslan et al. 
2020; Drouhot 2024; Konyali 2017; Shams 2020; Tran, Lee, and Huang 2019).

We therefore conceptualize symbolic belonging as the subjective and relational 
dimension of inclusion: being recognized as a legitimate participant rather than a toler
ated or exceptional presence. Symbolic belonging is understood as a fragile and 
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ongoing process, continuously negotiated at the intersection of race, class, and nation. 
Importantly, this negotiation unfolds across different sites. Within professional work
places, belonging is enacted and contested through everyday interactions, evaluations 
of competence, and informal power structures. At the level of the nation, belonging is 
tied to broader moral and symbolic narratives of work, contribution, and deservingness.

To analytically capture the tension between structural integration and symbolic 
belonging, we draw on Richard Alba’s (2005) distinction between blurred and 
bright boundaries. Blurred boundaries are permeable and gradational, allowing for 
individual boundary crossing, while bright boundaries are rigid and categorical, 
sharply delineating who belongs. In Sweden, classed boundaries linked to education 
and professional status are often relatively blurred, enabling class mobility. By con
trast, racialized boundaries tied to Swedishness remain bright. This distinction pro
vides an analytical lens for examining how class mobility results in conditional 
belonging among racialized professionals.

To understand how these boundaries are encountered and navigated in everyday 
working life, we draw on Philomena Essed’s (1991) concept of everyday racism and 
Sara Ahmed’s (2007, 2012) work on institutional whiteness. Everyday racism refers to 
the routine and often subtle practices through which racialized hierarchies are repro
duced in ordinary interactions, such as questioning competence, heightened scrutiny, 
or being treated as exceptional. Over time, such othering practices accumulate, producing 
a persistent awareness of being out of place. Ahmed’s work on institutional whiteness – 
understood in the Swedish context as institutional Swedishness (cf. Mattsson 2005) – 
extends Essed’s concept of everyday racism by showing how organizations are oriented 
around power structures that render certain bodies, behaviors, and ways of being as natu
rally fitting, while others are marked as out of place (Ahmed 2007, 2012). Within such con
texts, racialized professionals may at times be able to “fly over the wall” of exclusion 
through professional achievement, only to later “hit the wall” when racialized boundaries 
are reasserted. Belonging is thus provisional, situational, and uneven rather than stable.

It is within this dynamic of everyday and institutional racism, as well as broader 
national boundary-making, that we locate what we refer to as passing. Rather than a 
stable status or a distinct phenomenon, passing describes the ongoing labor through 
which racialized professionals attempt to align with dominant national ideals in order 
to momentarily reduce friction and gain recognition. In Alba’s terms, such practices 
may enable temporary boundary crossing across blurred classed boundaries, while 
leaving bright racialized boundaries intact. Because passing operates within, rather 
than outside, racialized power relations, it is inherently fragile and reversible. Moments 
of recognition can quickly give way to renewed scrutiny or exclusion, illustrating how 
“flying over the wall” may abruptly turn into “hitting the wall” (Ahmed 2012). Understand
ing passing as embedded in everyday racism foregrounds the affective and psychological 
costs of mobility, including vigilance, exhaustion, and the continuous need to prove legiti
macy. It also clarifies why class mobility and professional status functions as a defensive 
resource: it may mitigate exposure to overt exclusion or subordination, but it does not 
dissolve racialized boundaries of belonging.

By integrating boundary scholarship with theories of everyday racism, institutional 
whiteness, and belonging in this way, our framework enables a processual analysis of 
racialized class mobility. It foregrounds how class mobility reconfigures rather than 
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dissolves racial hierarchies, thereby producing forms of conditional belonging that 
demand continuous labor from racialized professionals.

Research methods

Building on our theoretical framework, we draw on biographical interviews that fore
ground participants’ lived experiences of how racialized boundaries of belonging are 
negotiated in and through work.

The analysis is based on in-depth semi-structured interviews with eleven racialized and 
class-mobile second-generation migrants from Sweden. The interviews were conducted 
in 2022 and 2024 as part of a broader research project on class mobility, race, urban mar
ginality and belonging. Within this project, interviews were carried out using an interview 
guide in which work and employment were addressed, but not as a primary focus. During 
the analysis of the initial interviews, issues related to work and working life emerged as 
relevant, particularly in relation to questions of belonging. As a result, the interview 
guide was developed iteratively over the course of the data collection, and themes 
related to work were more explicitly incorporated into interviews conducted later in 
the project. Follow-up interviews were therefore conducted with six participants who 
had been interviewed earlier, in order to address aspects of work that had not been 
covered in depth in their initial interviews. Participants interviewed later were not re-inter
viewed, as these themes were already sufficiently addressed in their first interviews.2 Each 
main interview lasted 2–3 hours, while the follow-up interviews lasted 1.5 to 2.5 hours. All 
interviews were conducted in Swedish, recorded, and transcribed. Quotes used in this 
article have been translated into English by the authors.

Participants include eight women and three men,3 born between the early 1980s and 
late 1990s. All participants were raised in Sweden and have at least one parent who 
migrated to Sweden and who is racialized as non-belonging within the Swedish context. 
Despite their upbringing in Sweden, this positions the participants as second-generation 
racialized migrants. All participants’ narratives reveal a contradictory position in the 
Swedish labor market as well as the imagined national community: although they hold 
class-based privileges that can be used to navigate racism, they simultaneously encounter 
racialized exclusion and subordination, a tension central to our analysis. The study focuses 
on their shared experiences of racialization that exclude them from the imagined national 
community and from being perceived as “unquestionable Swedes” (Mattsson 2005, 152), 
while the analysis also attends to variation within this shared social position.

All participants have experienced educationally driven class mobility, moving from 
their parents’ working-class positions into middle-class positions in the labor market. 
These positions are defined by greater autonomy at work, including expert knowledge 
and varying degrees of control over one’s own labor and, in some cases, over the labor 
of others (cf. Wright 2005). Participants currently occupy middle-class positions in pro
fessions such as teaching, law, and management, across both public and private 
sectors.4 Although some participants’ parents later attained middle-class positions, all par
ticipants grew up in working-class households or in families affected by unemployment 
and were raised in predominantly working-class and racialized neighborhoods. Against 
this background, we define the participants as class-mobile, with points of origin in the 
working class, in terms of labor market position.
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Participants were recruited primarily through social media groups and personal net
works. Given the public nature of these platforms, particular attention was paid to confi
dentiality, and all participants contacted the first author privately. The large nature of the 
recruitment forums further reduced the risk of identification. Confidentiality was main
tained for all respondents.5

A central premise of this article is that lived experiences constitute a crucial source of 
knowledge about racialization and everyday forms of exclusion in working life (Essed 
1991). The narratives analysed here are therefore understood not simply as accounts of 
events, but as interpretive practices through which participants make sense of exclusion, 
and belonging in their professional lives. Methodologically, the analysis attends to how 
meaning is articulated through metaphors, contrasts, and affective expressions, with par
ticular attention to how moments of belonging and exclusion are described, how 
different forms of racism are distinguished, and how professional status is framed. 
Through close reading, the analysis traces how professional status functions as a con
ditional form of boundary crossing within racialized institutional spaces.

Our focus is on processes rather than representational coverage, thus, not all partici
pants are cited directly in the findings section. Following principles of theoretical and 
analytical sampling, extended quotations were selected from narratives that most 
clearly illuminate key mechanisms in the negotiation of belonging and legitimacy. 
While only some participants are quoted at length, the analysis draws on the full interview 
material and reflects patterns recurring across the dataset.

Findings

Drawing on participants’ narratives, the analysis shows how professional status facilitates 
conditional belonging in workplace settings through access to positions, authority, and 
recognition as capable professionals, while failing to secure belonging through their pro
fessional work at the level of the imagined national community, where racialized con
structions of Swedishness continue to shape who is recognized as legitimately 
belonging. As a result, professional status becomes a site of tension: it enables access 
and momentary recognition, yet continuously exposes racialized professionals to scrutiny, 
conditionality, and affective strain.

The findings trace how this tension is navigated in everyday working life through inter
related processes: how racialized professionals are positioned under heightened scrutiny 
despite their credentials; how professional status is mobilized in response to this position
ing; and how such mobilization remains dependent on alignment with constructions of 
Swedishness. Together, these processes illuminate how class mobility reorganizes 
rather than resolves racialized boundaries of belonging.

Professional status as a shield

Participants frequently described professional status as a key resource, a shield, when 
navigating questions of belonging. Amalia’s account illustrates how professional status 
facilitates conditional belonging in workplace interactions, while simultaneously func
tioning as a moral claim to belonging through work at the level of the nation. Reflect
ing on her trajectory into the legal profession, she describes how educational 
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achievement and professional competence became central strategies for navigating 
anticipated exclusion:. 

[Being competent] was a way to get validation. I mean, it was like a way to stand out from the 
crowd, doing well in school, getting an advantage. It was important, in this context, in terms 
of how you are treated in society.

Competence here is not framed as a neutral or intrinsic value, but as a means of securing 
validation in a social context where Amalia expects to be misrecognized. Her phrasing: “a 
way to stand out from the crowd” suggests an awareness of being positioned as part of 
negatively valued racialized category defined in contrast to Swedishness, from which she 
must distinguish herself through exceptional performance. Professional achievement thus 
appears not simply as a route to improved class-based life conditions, but as a response to 
anticipated racialized devaluation.

This becomes even more explicit when Amalia describes how naming her profession 
alters social interactions:. 

I notice it, I know that I get a different reaction when I say I’m a lawyer. Like, people go, “Ah!” and 
you get a different kind of treatment, no matter where you are, compared to if I had said, “No, I’m 
a nurse assistant.” That difference in treatment somehow creates a barrier between the outright 
racist treatment I could have received and the half-racist one. Yeah, it’s a shield in that sense.

Several analytically important distinctions are at work in this passage. First, Amalia ident
ifies professional status as something that actively intervenes in racialized encounters. By 
stating “I get a different reaction when I say I’m a lawyer,” she points to how mobilizing 
her occupational position reshapes how she is read and treated, even outside formal 
workplace settings. By invoking her high-status occupation as a lawyer – contrasted 
with her example of a nurse assistant – she is able to reposition herself in interaction, 
away from racialized assumptions of being unskilled, welfare-dependent, or non-contri
buting, and closer to dominant constructions of Swedishness.

Second, Amalia’s differentiation between “outright racist” and “half-racist” treatment 
reveals a nuanced understanding of racism as graded rather than binary. Racism is not 
simply present or absent; it is modulated by context and status. The metaphor of a 
“barrier” is telling: professional status does not eliminate racism but reconfigures its 
form, transforming explicit hostility into more subtle, coded expressions that operate 
through mundane interactions and accumulated exclusions rather than overt confronta
tion, shaping lived experience over time (cf. Essed 1991).

The metaphor of the “shield” further underscores the defensive nature of professional 
status. A shield protects, but it must be actively carried and deployed; it does not dissolve 
the threat itself. Amalia’s account thus frames professional status as a form of protective 
labor, requiring constant readiness and vigilance. This is reinforced when she reflects on 
what she believes others assume about her in the absence of knowledge about her pro
fessional status:. 

Well, I think there’s this stereotype that, sometimes, that you don’t have a job, that you don’t 
contribute to society, that you don’t speak the language. […] That feeling of, like, “Yeah, 
people like you don’t contribute to society, you just live off our resources.”

Here, Amalia explicitly links racialization to moral judgments about contribution, work, 
and integration which are central elements in Swedish constructions of citizenship and 
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belonging (cf. Dahlstedt 2009; Mulinari and Neergaard 2022). Her professional status 
counters these assumptions, but only conditionally. It allows her to momentarily “fly 
over the wall” of exclusion, in Ahmed’s terms, without dismantling the racialized bound
ary itself. The shield works precisely because it aligns her with dominant constructions of 
Swedishness that equate belonging with work and contributing to the nation.

Read through the distinction between blurred and bright boundaries, Amalia’s narra
tive illustrates how class mobility enables boundary crossing across blurred classed 
boundaries associated with education and occupation, while leaving bright racialized 
boundaries intact (Alba 2005). Her class mobility and professional status allows her to 
come closer to constructions of Swedishness, but not unquestioned. The need for a 
shield signals that belonging remains fragile and revocable, dependent on continuous 
mobilizing of professional status for recognition.

Amalia’s account thus sets the stage for the broader analysis. It shows why professional 
status becomes such a heavily invested resource: not because it guarantees inclusion, but 
because it offers partial protection in a context where belonging cannot be taken for 
granted. In the sections that follow, we examine how this defensive mobilization of pro
fessional status unfolds across different narratives, how it is shaped by organizational 
dynamics and expectations of Swedishness, and the costs of conditional belonging.

From shield to weapon: professional status as resistance

Where Amalia frames professional status as a shield that moderates exposure to racism, 
Luna articulates a more confrontational understanding of her professional status. While 
both accounts describe professional status as a response to racialized positioning, 
Luna’s language reveals a shift from protection to active resistance. Although her 
degree enables moments of authority and recognition in professional settings, her narra
tive makes clear that belonging through work, understood as broader societal inclusion, 
remains unattainable. Reflecting on the role of her degree, Luna explains: 

[A degree] becomes a weapon you can use. I don’t think I would have been able to shut up 
this many svennar [Swedes] if I … sorry for saying that, but yeah, you know … but I don’t think 
I could have silenced so many if I hadn’t been able to slap them, you know, with a degree.

The metaphor of the weapon marks a clear departure from Amalia’s imagery of shielding. 
Where a shield suggests defence and containment, a weapon implies counterattack. Luna 
positions professional credentials not merely as protection, but as something that can be 
wielded to push back against repeated questioning and doubt. Her brief self-correction 
(“sorry for saying that”) reflects an awareness of widely held expectations that migrants 
marked as non-belonging should express gratitude toward Sweden for having been 
granted access and opportunity, leading her to temper the use of the slightly irreverent 
term svennar, rather than the neutral svenskar, when naming the national majority. Luna 
also foregrounds the cumulative nature of racialized encounters. The need to “shut up this 
many svenskar” points not to isolated incidents, but to a pattern of recurring challenges to 
her legitimacy that require repeated responses. Within this context, professional status 
signaled through her degree becomes a means of asserting authority in situations 
where her competence is otherwise questioned and undermined, reflecting how racia
lized exclusion operates through the accumulation of seemingly minor acts that, taken 
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together, shape everyday experience and demand continuous negotiation (Essed 1991). 
The emotional weight of this labor becomes explicit when Luna reflects on the limits of 
professional status: 

You’re never enough for these Swedes […] You’re never enough, no matter what. And that’s 
wrong, really, but like I said, it’s my way of slapping people back because they slap me.

Here, Luna’s framing of interaction as reciprocal violence in saying “they slap me, I slap 
back” underscores how racialized encounters are experienced as embodied and 
affective. She articulates a profound sense of exhaustion, similar to what Smith (2004) 
describes as racial battle fatigue. The repetition of “never enough” is here understood 
as a signal that no amount of achievement can fully resolve her position as racially 
marked. Professional status does not stabilize belonging; it merely provides a temporary 
means of resistance.

Similar to Aquino’s (2016) findings on racialized class-mobile subjects, Luna’s narrative 
illustrates how education and professional status are used to manage routine racism in 
everyday life. As Aquino (2016) demonstrates, class mobility often functions as an indivi
dualized response to racism, drawing on meritocratic and neoliberal repertoires in which 
competence, education, and respectability are used to counter racialized devaluation. 
Much like the Filipino middle-class professionals in Aquino’s study, Luna’s professional 
achievement becomes a means of securing provisional authority and relative protection 
in contexts where her legitimacy is otherwise repeatedly questioned. Yet, as Aquino 
(2016) also suggests, such strategies do not unsettle racialized hierarchies themselves. 
Instead, they tend to individualize responsibility for managing racism and may reinforce 
existing boundaries by shifting the burden of repair onto racialized professionals. In this 
sense, Luna’s “weapon”, and Amalia’s “shield”, operates as a form of everyday antiracism, 
that is, the ways in which individuals respond to racism in their day-to-day lives, that is 
necessarily reactive and situational – enabling momentary crossings of blurred class 
boundaries without challenging the underlying brightness of racialized boundaries tied 
to Swedishness. Instead, it confirms their persistence as the very need for a weapon 
testifies to the instability of inclusion.

Taken together, Amalia’s and Luna’s accounts illustrate how professional status is 
mobilized under conditions where belonging is continuously questioned. Whether 
framed as shield or weapon, professional achievement appears as a necessary but insuffi
cient response to racialized exclusion or subordination. It enables moments of inclusion 
while simultaneously exposing the emotional costs of having to fight and defend when 
proving oneself in spaces where belonging is not presumed.

The burden of representation and the loss of individuality

While Amalia’s and Luna’s narratives foreground interpersonal encounters and responses 
to racialized scrutiny, Yasin’s account shifts the analysis toward the collective and organ
izational dimensions of conditional belonging. Yasin’s experience demonstrates how 
workplace belonging is constantly overdetermined by racialized constructions of national 
belonging, collapsing the boundary between professional evaluation and broader narra
tives of national belonging. His narrative illustrates how racialized professionals are not 
only evaluated as individuals, but are positioned as representatives of entire groups, a 
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dynamic that fundamentally reshapes what professional status can do. Describing his 
experience in the workplace, Yasin reflects:. 

I absolutely feel that everything I do and say reflects more than just me as an individual. 
There, it becomes especially clear that I am a representative – I am not an individual; I 
don’t have the luxury of being an individual.

The repetition of “individual” underscores what is at stake: the loss of the right to be 
unmarked, to be read as singular rather than representative, and to act without one’s 
presence carrying collective racial meaning. Yasin’s use of the term “luxury” is significant. 
It frames individuality not as a universal condition, but as a privilege unevenly distributed 
along racialized lines. To be seen as an individual is something his colleagues who are 
seen as natural members of the imagined Swedish community are afforded automatically, 
while he must navigate the constant awareness that his actions are read as collective 
statements. This burden is further intensified when Yasin enumerates the categories he 
is made to represent:. 

I constantly have to think about how everything I do and say reflects Black people, immi
grants, Muslims. There are so many different layers.

The accumulation of categories (racial, migratory, religious) reveals how racialization 
operates intersectionally and situationally. Yasin is not fixed within a single category 
but is simultaneously read through multiple, overlapping frameworks of difference. 
This amplifies the pressure to perform Swedishness and professionalism, as failure risks 
confirming stereotypes across several axes at once. The contrast Yasin draws with his col
leagues makes the operation of institutional Swedishness particularly visible:. 

Meanwhile, Kalle, Johan, and Erik6 – everything they do, for better or worse, only reflects Kalle, 
Johan, and Erik. They never have to think about the collective.

By naming his colleagues with typical Swedish names, Yasin underscores how Swedish
ness functions as an unmarked position, allowing mistakes, mediocrity, and individuality 
without collective consequences. This contrast exemplifies the institutional orientation 
towards Swedishness, where some bodies are allowed to pass through professional 
(and national) spaces without friction, while others are constantly stopped, assessed, 
and weighed (Ahmed 2012). Yasin’s concluding observation crystallizes the implications 
of this dynamic:. 

You don’t have the luxury of being mediocre, unfortunately.

Here, professional status becomes a site of relentless pressure rather than protection. 
Unlike Amalia’s shield or Luna’s weapon, Yasin’s professionalism must operate pre-emp
tively, ensuring that he consistently exceeds expectations to avoid reinforcing negative 
assumptions. This reflects a racialized meritocracy in which class mobility demands not 
just competence, but exceptionalism.

Similar to research on racialized professionals in middle-class and predominantly white 
workplaces, Yasin’s account highlights how professional inclusion is accompanied by 
heightened visibility and representational burden (de los Reyes 2007; Wingfield and 
Wingfield 2014). In such contexts, racialized professionals are not only evaluated as indi
viduals but are positioned as representatives of a broader racialized collective, 
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intensifying pressure to perform and raising the stakes of everyday interaction. What is at 
issue here is therefore not simply increased scrutiny that penalizes individuals, but a form 
of racialized visibility that redistributes responsibility onto racialized professionals them
selves. Being made representative produces a sense of collective accountability, whereby 
individual actions are imagined to reflect on the group as a whole.

This dynamic becomes particularly pronounced in organizational settings that are not 
only symbolically oriented toward Swedishness, but also numerically dominated by indi
viduals imagined as natural members of both the national community and the workplace. 
Within such contexts, Yasin’s account illustrates how bright racialized boundaries con
tinue to constrain the meaning of professional status, pointing to the persistence of 
racism within – and not despite – middle-class occupations. While he has crossed 
blurred class boundaries into a professional role, the brightness of racialized boundaries 
ensures that his sense of belonging remains conditional and collectively accountable. Pro
fessional status, in this sense, does not simply mitigate racism; it reorganizes it, giving rise 
to forms of racialized inclusion marked by heightened visibility, redistributed responsibil
ity, and intensified risk borne by racialized professionals themselves (Alba 2005).

Refusing instrumentalized inclusion: when professional status stops working

While Amalia’s and Luna’s accounts illustrate how professional status can be mobilized to 
mitigate or confront racialized scrutiny, Paula’s narrative highlights a critical limit to this 
strategy. Her account shows what happens when professional status is no longer evalu
ated on its own terms, but subordinated to organizational desires for symbolic diversity. In 
these moments, professional status ceases to function as a shield or weapon and instead 
becomes a site of instrumentalization and disposability. Her account reveals the limits of 
belonging through work, showing how professional inclusion can be withdrawn when 
racialized professionals refuse to perform narratives of diversity. Paula describes entering 
a collaboration that initially appeared to recognize her and her colleagues’ professional 
expertise. However, this recognition quickly proves conditional when the organization’s 
priorities shift toward public representation:. 

We had secured the contract, negotiated the terms, and were just about to sign. Then, 
because they wanted to go public with a big press release right away, we said, “No, actually, 
we don’t want to be included with our names and pictures.” […] But then [the manager] calls 
and says, “That’s not an option.”

This moment marks a turning point in the narrative. Paula’s refusal reveals that 
inclusion was contingent not on professional contribution, but on willingness to be 
visibly commodified. The statement “that’s not an option” signals how power operates 
when participation is conditional on consent to being used as proof of diversity (cf. 
Ahmed 2012). When Paula resists, professional recognition is abruptly withdrawn. Her ret
rospective interpretation makes this dynamic explicit:. 

[We said] “We don’t want to be part of your marketing project. We know what you’re up to; 
we see exactly what you want to do.” After that, the whole project was dead. They pulled out. 
[…] It became so painfully obvious that what they really wanted was pictures of us, taken 
from below, with the high-rises, with [racialized and marginalized neighbourhood] in the 
background. You get what I mean, right? That’s what they wanted.
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Paula’s insistence on seeing what was happening reflects a critical awareness of how 
diversity operates within institutional Swedishness. She points to how the organization 
was less invested in the substantive content of the project than in its capacity to 
appear authentic by mobilizing the symbolic capital of racialized subjects, whose 
bodies and biographies could be visually linked to racialized and marginalized places. 
As Ahmed (2012) argues, diversity work often enables organizations to present them
selves as inclusive while leaving underlying power relations intact. Despite its benign 
facade, diversity discourse and practice may thus reproduce existing hierarchies by 
turning racialized difference into a resource – whether as visual evidence, cultural auth
enticity, or symbolic capital (Ahmed 2012; cf. Shim 2021). Racialized professionals are wel
comed as long as they affirm existing power relations; when they refuse this role, 
recognition is swiftly withdrawn. The immediacy of the withdrawal underscores the fragi
lity of inclusion. Once Paula and her colleagues refuse to perform the role assigned to 
them, their professional value collapses in the eyes of the organization. Her description 
of the desired imagery with racialized bodies framed against marginalized urban land
scapes further reveals how racialized difference is aestheticized and detached from pro
fessional competence.

Paula’s account demonstrates that professional status does not simply mitigate racia
lization; it can also be overridden by organizational logics that value racialized pro
fessionals for their symbolic function rather than their expertise. This marks a boundary 
beyond which individual strategies of mobility and resistance no longer suffice. While 
Amalia and Luna mobilize professional status to negotiate everyday encounters, Paula 
encounters an institutional ceiling where refusal itself becomes disqualifying. Her narra
tive thus exposes how conditional belonging operates not only through scrutiny, but 
through the threat of exclusion when racialized professionals resist having their racializa
tion instrumentalized.

Performing Swedishness: the conditions for professional recognition

Taken together, the preceding narratives point to a crucial insight: professional status 
does not function autonomously. For professional status to be recognized as legitimate, 
it must often be accompanied by performances of Swedishness. Participants repeatedly 
describe how inclusion in professional spaces depends not only on their professional 
status, but on their ability to speak, behave, and relate to others in a matter that aligns 
with constructions of Swedishness. Amalia’s reflections on entering the legal profession 
illustrate how such expectations intersect with access to informal networks:. 

A lot of people were like, “Oh, but my dad has a firm,” you know, that kind of thing. […] And 
there was also a very strong whiteness norm. So I knew, yeah, I mean […] I don’t stand out as 
someone they’ll connect with … that they’ll feel a natural bond with.

Her account makes visible how access to labor market is mediated through informal 
relations rather than formal qualifications alone. Crucially, these relations are not 
evenly accessible, but are structured by proximity to Swedishness. In this sense, Swedish
ness operates as an implicit social infrastructure that shapes who is perceived as familiar, 
and socially compatible, thereby conditioning who can accumulate the forms of social 
capital through which opportunities circulate. Lacking the ability to perform Swedishness 
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in ways that generate such proximity, Amalia anticipates exclusion even before formal 
evaluation takes place. Notably, while she points to institutional Swedishness, or white
ness in her words, as shaping these dynamics, she simultaneously interprets her lack of 
connections as a personal deficit, describing herself as someone others “do not 
connect with” or feel a “natural bond” toward.

This dynamic is also evident in previous research on racialized professionals in the 
Swedish labor market. In her study of doctors, Mulinari (2014) shows that racialized 
foreign-born physicians, in contrast to their Swedish-born female colleagues, rarely articu
late the absence of meritocratic recognition as an organizational failure, instead directing 
critique toward themselves. Rather than questioning the informal rules through which 
opportunities circulate, racialized professionals tend to describe their lack of networks 
as natural or self-inflicted – linked to being “different,” coming from another country, 
or lacking the right background. As in Amalia’s account, access to informal relations is 
taken for granted as necessary, while exclusion from them is individualized.

Yasin’s account further shows how limited proximity to Swedishness is framed as an 
individual shortcoming, while the ability to perform Swedishness functions as a gatekeep
ing mechanism in professional contexts, particularly in recruitment:. 

The social aspect is incredibly important, especially the small talk before the actual interview. 
It often takes 10–15 seconds before someone decides, am I going to hire this person or not? 
And rarely does it start with, “Hi, okay, what did you do?” Instead, it’s like, “Oh, how was your 
weekend?” and the weather, and skiing trips. Or the Olympics now, how many Swedish 
medallists? And not many immigrants are interested in that or even have those frames of 
reference.

These references to leisure activities and national events function as shorthand for Swed
ishness, signaling familiarity and cultural alignment. Importantly, such markers are rarely 
recognized as evaluative criteria by those who possess them; they operate as unmarked 
demands against which others are assessed.

Zakaria describes navigating these expectations through what he calls being a “social 
chameleon”:. 

That’s something you have to learn. It’s like Dave Chappelle said, “Every Black person in 
America is bilingual, you have street vernacular, and you have job interview.” […] You gain 
access to a completely different … you get treated in a completely different way when you 
speak Swedish properly.

This adaptability reflects a form of passing embedded in everyday professional life. Lin
guistic adjustment and behavioral modulation allow Zakaria to temporarily cross 
blurred boundaries of class and professionalism. Yet, as with other forms of passing 
described in this study, such performances are situational and reversible. They reduce fric
tion but do not eliminate racialized scrutiny. Crucially, this form of passing must be con
tinuously performed in order to secure access and a measure of belonging, underscoring 
the ongoing labor required to sustain even provisional inclusion.

Across these accounts, Swedishness emerges not as a byproduct of professional 
achievement, but as a precondition for its recognition. To have their professional status 
read as legitimate, participants are required to demonstrate cultural familiarity, rendering 
professional status intelligible only when aligned with dominant constructions of Swed
ishness. These expectations place a disproportionate burden on racialized professionals, 
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who must continuously translate, adapt, and perform belonging in ways their colleagues 
who are seen as natural members of both the nation and the workplace are rarely 
required to (cf. Rollock 2014; Rollock et al. 2011; Scandone 2022; Sepúlveda 2023).

Taken together, this underscores the processual and conditional character of belong
ing. Class mobility facilitates access to professional positions and enables moments of rec
ognition in middle-class workplaces, but it does not stabilize belonging nor reliably 
translate into belonging through work at the level of the nation. Instead, professional 
status becomes a site where national boundaries of belonging are both invoked and con
tested in everyday interactions. While class mobility enables boundary crossing across 
blurred classed boundaries within the labor market, bright racialized boundaries tied to 
Swedishness remain firmly in place. When alignment with demands on Swedishness is 
successful, participants may momentarily “fly over the wall”; when it fails, they “hit the 
wall” of racialized boundaries. Professional status, in this sense, operates within, rather 
than beyond, the constraints of Swedishness.

Conclusion

This article has examined how class-mobile racialized second-generation migrant pro
fessionals in Sweden negotiate belonging in and through work. Drawing on in-depth 
interviews, the analysis demonstrates that professional status enables access to inclusion 
and recognition in workplace settings, yet does not secure unmarked belonging. Instead, 
belonging remains conditional and situational, shaped by racialized demands of Swedish
ness that structure both everyday professional interactions and broader narratives of 
national belonging. Participants’ strategies in and through work are thus not only 
oriented toward combating racism, but also toward actively asserting belonging within 
the imagined national community.

Across the analysis, work emerges as a central but ambivalent site of belonging. While 
participants are structurally integrated into professional positions, they are simul
taneously subjected to heightened scrutiny, collective accountability, and demands on 
performing cultural familiarity. Professional achievement thus facilitates boundary cross
ing across blurred classed boundaries within the labor market, while leaving bright racia
lized boundaries tied to national belonging largely intact (Alba 2005). Belonging in work 
may be secured through competence and credentials, but belonging through work – 
understood as recognition and legitimacy within the imagined national community – 
does not follow automatically. Rather than representing a threshold that can be 
crossed once and for all, belonging emerges as something that must be continuously 
enacted through performances of Swedishness, revealing the promise of inclusion 
through work as both fragile and ultimately false.

By foregrounding these dynamics, the study contributes to research on class mobility, 
racialization, and belonging by advancing a processual understanding of integration. 
While dominant frameworks within migration and integration research have often 
treated education, employment, and professional status as pathways to inclusion, and 
thus belonging, our findings align with and extend research conceptualizing mobility 
as ambivalent and relational rather than linear. Class mobility does not dissolve racialized 
subordination and exclusion; rather, it reorganizes it, redistributing the terms under which 
recognition and inclusion is granted and withheld.
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Empirically grounding Alba’s distinction between blurred and bright boundaries in the 
everyday experiences of racialized professionals, the analysis adds analytical precision to 
boundary scholarship. Class mobility enables individual boundary crossing across classed 
lines, yet racialized boundaries tied to Swedishness remain resistant to change. In this 
sense, work operates simultaneously as a mechanism of inclusion and a site where 
national boundaries of belonging are reproduced and contested in everyday practice.

The study also contributes to research on racialized professionalism and institutional 
whiteness by situating professional status within broader regimes of evaluation and rec
ognition. Much like education, which has been theorized as symbolic capital and, in some 
contexts, as a form of everyday antiracism (Aquino 2016), our findings show that pro
fessional status is mobilized under conditions of racialized surveillance and assessment 
(Ahmed 2007, 2012; Essed 1991). Such mobilization offers partial protection and momen
tary recognition, but at the cost of continuous vigilance, emotional labor, and what par
ticipants describe as the loss of the “luxury of mediocrity”.

While many of the dynamics identified here resonate with findings from previous 
research, the Swedish context offers particular analytical leverage. In Sweden, work 
occupies a central moral and symbolic position in constructions of citizenship and 
national belonging, where class mobility and professional success is framed as evidence 
of integration and deservingness (cf. Dahlstedt 2009; Mulinari and Neergaard 2022). Yet, 
as Nordic research has consistently shown, racialized exclusion persists within pro
fessional and middle-class spaces (de los Reyes 2007; Mulinari 2014; Selberg 2021).

By foregrounding lived experience, this study complicates narratives of Nordic excep
tionalism, showing how egalitarian and meritocratic ideals coexist with racialized bound
aries of belonging. Expectations to perform Swedishness function as informal 
gatekeeping mechanisms within professional life, suggesting that labor market inte
gration alone is insufficient for achieving symbolic inclusion.

Notes

1. While acknowledging racialization as a relational concept, racialized is used here to refer to 
groups constructed as non-belonging to the imagined national community (Anthias and 
Yuval-Davis 1992), following established usage in critical race and migration studies to 
denote those positioned as the racialized “Other” within specific social and historical 
contexts.

2. In total, ten initial interviews were conducted, as two participants were interviewed jointly. 
Five follow-up interviews were later carried out, including one joint interview with the 
same pair. This resulted in a total of fifteen interviews, with six participants taking part in a 
follow-up interview.

3. While gender is undoubtedly relevant to the lived experiences analyzed in this article, it is not 
foregrounded as an analytical focus. This is a deliberate choice, intended to allow for a more 
in-depth examination of the intersection of class and race in a Nordic context where race has 
often been under-theorized, marginalized, or treated as self-evident – even within intersec
tional studies (cf. Lewis 2013). We acknowledge this as a limitation of the study and note 
that a systematic analysis of gendered variation remains an important avenue for future 
research.

4. To protect participants’ confidentiality, their specific occupations are not disclosed. As the 
material analyzed in this article forms part of a larger research project, providing detailed 
occupational information could increase the risk of identification when read in relation to 
the broader dataset.
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5. The research project has received ethical approval from the Swedish Ethical Review Authority 
(dnr 2021-03540).

6. The names Kalle, Johan and Erik are not references to specific individuals but are used by 
Yasin as generic, stereotypically Swedish male names.
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