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Abstract This article makes an argument that using the term race and considering
structural racial discrimination as such and the impacts on it of European colonialism
are needed for Sweden’s observance of universal human rights. This argument is
contrary to the view of the Swedish state and challenges an image of Sweden as a
champion for universal human rights without any colonial history or racial problems of
1ts own.
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How, if at all, are race, structural racial discrimination, and European colonialism
relevant to the observance of universal human rights in Sweden? Some social scientists
would argue that there is a widespread denial in today’s Europe that race and colonial-
ism are politically relevant (Bonilla-Silva 2000, 2006; Gilroy 2005; Goldberg 2009;
Shilliam 2017). Sweden may be put forth as a special case in this regard. Post-WWII
Sweden has made itself known as a prominent defender of universal human rights. It
has actively supported struggles against colonialism and apartheid, the self-
determination and development of Third World countries, been an outspoken critic of
racism and imperialism, and among the most generous developed countries toward
refugees. Until recently, it has positioned itself as without any colonial history. Neither
has post-WWII Sweden recognized race as a social problem in the country, and since
2009, it has even banished the term race from its antidiscrimination law.

This article argues that using the term race and considering structural racial discrim-
ination and the impacts on it of European colonialism are needed to respect universal
human rights in Sweden. By way of examining the use of words such as race, racial
discrimination, and colonialism in human rights instruments, laws, state reports, and
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other documents—the article offers a series of conceptual investigations into the use of
such words as relevant to Sweden’s observance of universal human rights (cf.
Wittgenstein 2009/1953).

Structural Racial Discrimination and Universal Human Rights

Among the characteristics that sets the International Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) apart from most other antidiscrimina-
tion law is that it includes a broad “structural” view of racial discrimination. Article 1.1
of the ICERD defines racial discrimination as

any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent,
or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or
impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human
rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any
other field of public life. (OHCHR 1965, Art 1.1)

This entails a broader protection against racial discrimination than on an individual and
case-by-case basis where members of such groups may be discriminated against in
specific situations and incidents such as when applying for a job or in public facilities.
It encompasses protection against any form—most notably, recurring and compounded
forms—of interpersonal, social, institutional, and other societal “distinction, exclusion,
restriction or preference” based on race with “the purpose or effect of nullifying or
impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human
rights”. For example, interpersonal, social, institutional, or other public conditions
where people of African descent are more likely than white Europeans to have their
equality of rights impaired in employment, housing, education, public spaces, by law
enforcement, and so on. The UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimina-
tion (CERD) General Recommendation 14—on how to interpret Article 1.1 of the
ICERD—stresses that whatever the reasons for such group differences it is the de facto
enjoyment of rights that matters: “A distinction is contrary to the Convention if it has
either the purpose or the effect of impairing particular rights and freedoms” (CERD
1993). This sort of broad structural view of racial discrimination and the obligation of
states to protect against it is emphasized throughout the ICERD. For instance, in its call
on states to “review governmental, national and local policies, and to amend, rescind or
nullify any laws and regulations which have the effect of creating or perpetuating racial
discrimination wherever it exists”; to take special measures to “ensure the adequate
development and protection of certain racial groups or individuals belonging to them
for the purpose of guaranteeing them the full and equal enjoyment of human rights”;
and in its condemnation of racial segregation and apartheid (OHCHR 1965). The
Durban Declaration and Programme of Action (DDPA) takes a similar broad view
of racial discrimination—including everything from attitudes, stereotyping, and dis-
crimination against particularly vulnerable groups (such as indigenous peoples, people
of African descent, and refugees) to lack of political will (OHCHR 2001). What is
more, whereas the articles of the ICERD explicitly limit themselves to national
jurisdiction, the DDPA includes international issues such as racial inequities in
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environmental control, migration, trade, and national debt and summons a global fight
against racism with measures at the national, regional, and international levels
(OHCHR 1965, Art 1.2; 2001).

(Post-)Colonialism and Universal Human Rights

All three universal human rights instruments on racial discrimination—the ICERD,
DDPA, and the Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice (1978)—as well as the
UNESCO Statement on Race and Racial Prejudice (1967), point to connections
between European colonialism, its aftermath, and racial discrimination.! The UNESCO
Statement points out that, “Many forms of racism have arisen out of the conditions of
conquest, out of the justification of Negro slavery and its aftermath of racial inequality
in the West, and out of the colonial relationship” (UNESCO 1969, p. 51). The
Preamble of the ICERD condemns “colonialism and all practices of segregation and
discrimination associated therewith, in whatever form and wherever they exist”, and
CERD General Recommendation 34 calls on States to acknowledge “the negative
effects of the wrongs occasioned on people of African descent in the past, chief among
which are colonialism and the transatlantic slave trade” (OHCHR 1965, 2011, §3.17).
The Preamble of the Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice (1978) is mindful that
“the process of decolonization” created ‘“new opportunities of eradicating the scourge
of racism” while noting “with the gravest concern that racism, racial discrimination,
colonialism and apartheid continue to afflict the world in ever-changing forms”
(OHCHR 1978). However, it is the DDPA—the world’s most comprehensive universal
human rights instrument on racial discrimination and second in prominence after the
ICERD—that is clearest and most elaborate about the connections between European
colonialism and racial discrimination (OHCHR 2001). The DDPA pronounces that,

colonialism has led to racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related
intolerance, and that Africans and people of African descent, and people of Asian
descent and indigenous peoples were victims of colonialism and continue to be
victims of its consequences. (OHCHR 2001, art. 14 p. 17)

It regrets “that the effects and persistence of these structures and practices [of European
colonialism] have been among the factors contributing to lasting social and economic
inequalities in many parts of the world today” (ibid). Among the most egregious
aspects of European colonialism—that the DDPA claims are major sources of racism
and racial discrimination, and moreover acknowledges as crimes against
humanity—are slavery, slave trade, apartheid, and genocide (OHCHR 2001, art. 13
p. 16, art. 15 p. 17, art. 28 p. 20). With respect to the massive human suffering caused
by slavery, the slave trade, the transatlantic slave trade, apartheid, colonialism, and
genocide, the DDPA asserts “the moral obligation on the part of all concerned States
and call upon these States to take appropriate and effective measures to halt and reverse

"I have added “European” to “colonialism” here and elsewhere, not to reduce all colonialism to European
colonialism, but to (i) make explicit a reference that often is implicit in universal human rights instruments and
(ii) specifically point to connections between structural racial discrimination and European colonialism.
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the lasting consequences of those practices” (OHCHR 2001, art. 102 p. 38). Accord-
ingly, the DDPA recognizes the need to create programs for the social and economic
development in developing countries and the Diaspora and in areas such as debt relief,
poverty eradication, technology transfer, and the facilitation of welcomed return to and
resettlement in Africa of the descendants of enslaved Africans (OHCHR 2001, art. 158
pp. 49-50).

Although the DDPA does not explicate exactly how European colonialism is a major
culprit of racial discrimination and why it matters—the contours can relatively easily be
filled out. In broad strokes, the imposition of European colonialism founded an
international order of racial (and ethnic) domination, discrimination, and stratification.
A two- (and indeed multi-) tier structure or pattern was established where white
Europeans and ethnicities were acceded most dignity and rights, or dignity and rights
whatsoever, whereas non-white people and ethnic groups were denied equal dignity
and rights or dignity and rights whatsoever. This two-tier structure was established
between the colonizers and the colonial subjects—between the metropoles and the
colonies, internally in the colonies where Europeans settled and inside the metropoles
across areas such as law, politics, culture, education, and conceptions of European
civilization, history, and nationhood. Economically, European colonialism sought to
control and extract goods, labor, and profits from the human and natural resources of
the colonies. Chattel enslavement was part of this two-tier wealth extraction. While
conceptions of race and racial difference changed from the beginning of European
expansion in the fifteenth century until the end of the colonial era in the twentieth
century—indeed the term race itself was not used to describe human groups until in the
seventeenth century—in practice as well as in conception the tendency was always to
attribute greater worth to white Europeans (cf., e.g., Thornberry 2016; DuBois 2007,
Fanon 2004/1963; Mbembe 2017; Mills 1997, 2003, 2017; Go 2011, 2016; McKittrick
2015).

Race and Colonialism in Pre-WWII Sweden

What we find when studying Sweden as a nation-state prior to WWII is that racial
discrimination—as understood by the ICERD and DDPA—was fundamental to it and
that Sweden was socially, culturally, politically, legally, and economically organized
around race. This seems true both of how Sweden constituted itself at the national level
and in international relations. It would seem that pre-WWII Sweden and its place in the
world was shaped by the many distinctions, exclusions, restrictions, and preferences
between Europeans and non-Europeans—with respect to what we today would recog-
nize as human dignity and rights—that were practised and amassed during the nearly
half a millennium long era of colonialism beginning in the late fifteenth century. These
colonial era distinctions between Europeans and non-Europeans were based on “race”
in the sense that they at a minimum were based on notions of the geographical
locations, origins, and physical appearances of peoples—typically coupled with notions
of differences in culture, mores, and character. The term race itself, though, and the
categorization of humanity into distinct biological types with innate mental and cultural
characteristics were not established in Europe until in the eighteenth century (e.g.,
Hannaford 1996). And even after that, one should carefully examine if and how beliefs
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in innate mental and cultural qualities played a role in practices of discrimination on the
grounds of “race” and not assume that they all were based on, depended on, or
involved such beliefs.

On a global scale, Sweden was part of, contributed to, and benefited from the shaping
of the world of the colonial era around race. This included views and attitudes regarding
the superiority to the rest of the world of white Europeans and European civilization; the
dismissal and suppression of non-European and indigenous peoples and cultures as
heathen, primitive, and undeveloped; the appropriation by Europeans, to their material
benefit, of the human and natural resources of non-Europeans; being white as a
condition for equal dignity and rights; and the systematic (national and international)
subjugation of people of colour and indigenous people to a second class status.

To understand the pre-WWII formation of Swedish nationhood—i.e., the identity of
Sweden as a nation and Swedish people as Swedes—it is helpful to distinguish race
from ethnicity. The pre-WWII formation of Swedish nationhood was not merely based
on notions of ethnicity—for example, that distinguished ethnic Swedes from ethnic
Finns, Danes, and Norwegians—but also on notions of race which placed Swedes in a
larger European community distinguished from non-Europeans. The pre-WWII Swed-
ish discourse of being part of a European community was primarily based on notions of
belonging to an interrelated culture or civilization more broadly—with, say, Christian
beliefs and traditions; an intellectual history going back to the Ancient Greeks and
Romans; having a share in the high culture and Arts of Europe; being part of transna-
tional scholarly conversations; sharing and exchanging technologies, goods, and ser-
vices; having similar forms of governance; being part of a European system of sovereign
states; and more. However, in line with European discourses around culture, origin, and
difference that developed during an age of global exploration and colonization—in
Sweden too, ideas of cultural, ethnic, and national character intermingled with ideas of
physical, innate, and geographic differences between Europeans and non-Europeans.
What ensued was a pre-WWII narrative around Swedish nationhood where the deepest
fault-line of cultural and national identity was not ethnicity per se—after all, this
separated Swedes from other Europeans—but race (cf., e.g., McEachrane and Faye
2001; Mills 1997, 2017; Keskinen et al. 2009; Loftisdottir and Jensen 2012; Naum and
Nordin 2013; Fur 2013; Weiss 2013, 2015, 2016).

From the eighteenth century until around WWII, it became increasingly common in
Sweden to conceive of humanity as divided into racial groups with distinct geograph-
ical origins and physical and psychological characteristics. In his magnum opus of
modern biological taxonomy Systema Naturae—which went through ten editions
between 1735 and 1758 and soon became the standard at all universities in Europe—
Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778) classified Homo sapiens into continen-
tally distinct white (Homo Europaeus), yellow (Homo Asiaticus), red (Homo
Americanus), and black (Homo Africanus) varieties with different psychological and
cultural characteristics (Eze 1997; Jackson and Weidman 2004, p. 16). Although
Linnaeus himself did not use the term race, his continental white-yellow-red-black
classification became a point of contention for Comte de Buffon (1707-1708), who did
use the term race in the seminal Histoire Naturelle (1749), and was also recognized by
pioneering anthropologist, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752—-1840), as a novel
contribution to the development of racial classification (Jackson and Weidman 2004,
pp. 17-18; Hannaford 1996, p. 204).
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From at least the first half of the seventeenth century to the infamous Berlin
Conference 1884—1885, Sweden too participated in the European scramble for overseas
colonies (Novaky 1990; Nilsson 2013). Like other European countries, Sweden had
fleets of chartered African, East Indian, and West Indian Companies. In 1650, the short-
lived but prosperous Swedish Africa Company (1649—1663) established a minor
trading colony at Cabo Corso in present-day Ghana, where fort Carolusburg (later
renamed Cape Coast Castle by the English) was built by enslaved Africans (Novaky
1990). Besides gold, ivory, sugar, and other products, the Company traded in enslaved
Africans (ibid). For centuries, plantation sugar was imported to Sweden with refineries
being built in Stockholm and Gothenburg in the second half of the seventeenth century.
In 1738, Swedes consumed 450 tons of sugar per year which alone required the labor of
some 500 enslaved adults, and by the middle of the nineteenth century, Swedish sugar
consumption alone required the labor of at least 15,000 enslaved adults annually—
approximately the same number of people living in quite large Swedish cities at that
time such as Malmé or Norrkoping. Enslaved persons were also involved in producing
other major colonial imports to Sweden during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
for example, coffee and cotton products. During the eighteenth century, Swedish
herring from the Gothenburg county was exported to plantations in the Americas.
Around the same time, Sweden’s largest export, iron, played a major role in the
transatlantic and colonial plantation economies to produce voyage iron, guns, shackles,
chains, hoes, and machetes. As late as 1922, according to a report from the Swedish
Ministry of Agriculture, “colonial goods” (kolonialvaror) such as coffee, spices, and
cotton materials were among the most common wholesale goods in the country (Naum
and Nordin 2013, ch 4 and 13; Evans and Rydén 2007; Rénnbéck 2007; Miiller 2004;
Government of Sweden 2008a, p. 95; Government of Sweden 1922, p. 14).

Another example of Sweden’s involvement in the international racial ordering of the
colonial era is its small overseas colony in the Caribbean, the island of St Barthélemy,
which it held for nearly a century 1784-1878. Until Sweden signed the act at the
Congress of Vienna in 1815 and promised not to participate in any new importation of
enslaved Africans—Gustavia was a significant free port in the Caribbean for ships with
enslaved Africans in addition to ships with other colonial merchandise such as tobacco,
sugar, coffee, and rum (Palsson 2016, pp. 61, 65-66, 224-5; Kern 2004). In June 1787
alone, 159 ships arrived and 160 ships left the island, out of 1033 and 1082 ships,
respectively, for that year (Palsson 2016, p. 61). Around 1804—1805, Gustavia was
among the most prominent “slave ports” in the Caribbean with approximately 20 ships
with an entire cargo of enslaved Africans, out of altogether 1800 vessels, entering
annually (Palsson 2016, p. 62; Weiss 2016, p. 138). As a free trade zone under a
militarily neutral Swedish flag, the island became a (semi-)cosmopolitan, multinational,
multiethnic, and multireligious haven for white entrepreneurs from across Europe,
North America, and other islands in the Caribbean. According to Le Code de lois de
la Martinique [The Code of Laws of Martinique]—which was applied on St
Barthélemy and based on the French Code Noir—race determined rights. White people
on the island enjoyed equal basic rights and freedoms and could become, if they were
not already, naturalized Swedish subjects. “Free colored”—who in a less governmen-
tally controlled free port like Gustavia had more opportunities than in most other places
in the Caribbean—could in principle become Swedish citizens too, but—be they
“negroes” or “mulattoes” with the same colour as white Europeans—not enjoy equal
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rights. For example, though they had some rights such as the right to own some forms
of business, land, and other property, they initially had no voting rights under the
Swedish flag. However, after a petition campaign in 1821, and the Swedish authorities
wanting to avoid long term anything like the Haitian revolution, the free coloured
received severely limited voting rights. They were also due flagellation if assaulting
white persons and relegated to segregated housing quarters. Enslaved persons had no
rights, were by law the private property of their owners, and subjected to such practices
as being punished with death, hot iron torture or 150 lashes and the loss of an ear if they
tried to escape (Weiss 2013, 2016, pp. 175-180; Palsson 2016, pp. 68-9, 78-83, 2017,
pp- 323—4; Wilson 2010).

Ideas such as that Sweden as a nation was part of a superior European civilization,
that this superiority was due to innate qualities of its people, and that white ethnic
Swedes had the right to colonize, dominate, and discriminate against “uncivilized” or
less “civilized” peoples—have not least been prominent in Sweden’s relationship to its
own indigenous peoples, the Saami, and their lands in the northern parts of Scandina-
via, Sépmi (e.g., Lundmark 2002, 2008). Although the inferiorizing and colonization of
the Saami and S&pmi had been going on for centuries, it was accentuated during the
nineteenth century. From then, it was characteristic of political and public discourse in
Sweden to assume that white ethnic Swedes were at a “higher,” more developed, stage
of civilization and Saami peoples at a “lower,” more primitive, stage. In the parlia-
mentary discourse of nineteenth-century Sweden, it was often assumed that although it
was natural that the Saami—whether they were nomadic or permanent residents,
hunting, fishing, reindeer herding or trading for a living—should give way to state
power, settlers, agriculture, and a higher civilization and one day would die out, it was a
duty to protect them against this for as long as possible. Toward the end of the century,
it also became popular to assume that the cultural differences between majority Swedes
and the Saami were due to race, and in the beginning of the twentieth century, a racially,
culturally, and occupationally segregating “Lapps shall be Lapps”-politics was in effect
(Lundmark 2002, pp. 12—14, 31-43, 63-65). According to this politics, the exposure of
the Saami to civilization through education, residential housing, and other means
should be limited as they by nature were unfit for it. The state was also to actively
retain their nomadic reindeer herding lifestyle—which their diverse lifestyles now were
reduced to—in mountain areas that were unsuited for agriculture and foresting. It was
not until the 1930s and 1940s, with growing doubts about the future of reindeer herding
and when overt references to race fell into disrepute, that this politics of segregation
slowly began to change (Lundmark 2002, pp. 67-121, 147-150, 158-159; Lundmark
2008, pp. 180-184, 208-213).

In the decades immediately prior to WWII, typical colonial era racial views of white
superiority and non-white inferiority were prevalent in Sweden and actively promoted
by the state. For instance, pre-WWII school books—and also post-WWII school books,
though less explicitly—routinely referred to “lower” and “higher” races, “us” when
describing the European conquest of Africa, Africans as savages without history,
Europeans as bringing the blessings of civilization to humanity, Europe as the epitome
of historical evolution, and the rest of humanity as on lower stages of development
(Palmberg 2009, pp. 37-38). Before the war, it was commonplace in Swedish culture at
large to portray Africans in overt racial stereotypes as at a lower stage of human
development, primitive, childlike, and ridiculous (McEachrane 2001; Fornds 2004;
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Palmberg 2009). Census classifications during the interwar period were racially moti-
vated to demographically distinguish ethnic Swedes from “foreign races” such as
Lapps, Finns, gypsies, and Jews (Rogers and Nelson 2003, pp. 61-79). The Swedish
Aliens Act of 1927 stated that the purity of the Nordic race had “a value which can
hardly be exaggerated,” that it was essential to control the immigration of people “not
suited to become a part of Sweden’s population,” and after 1938, the Swedish
Immigration Office saw it fit to mark the passport of Jewish refugees with a “J” stamp,
referred to them as “non-Aryans” and argued against a proposed law to liberalize the
definition of a political refugee on the grounds that Swedes are unused to numerous
foreigners in their midst and are inclined to be disturbed by them (Nordlund 2000, pp.
178-179; Kvist 2000).

Pre-WWII, the “racial hygiene” of the nation was a theme in Swedish politics. In
1921, the Swedish Parliament voted for the establishment of a state institute for race
biology and eugenics. The institute studied the race biology of the population and
promoted its conservation and improvement through sterilization and other eugenics
programs. Its first two major publications were The Racial Characteristics of the
Swedish Nation (1926), for an international scientific audience, and a pop-scientific
version in Swedish that was well received by the public and press, Svensk raskunskap
(Swedish race knowledge, 1927). These books showcased a survey of the height, skull
shape, eye, hair, and skin color of about 50,000 persons, replete with illustrations and
descriptions of the racial makeup of Sweden according to categories that were popular
at the time. Majority ethnic Swedes were described as a superior Nordic race, minority
Finns belonged to an inferior East Baltic/Slavic stock, the minority Saami’s in the North
were the most inferior of white Europeans, whereas the Roma people in the country
belonged to another inferior race altogether (Blomqvist 2017; Schall 2012; Kjellman
2013; Hyatt 1997). In an article from 1928 in the journal The Eugenics Review, the first
Director of the institute, Herman Lundborg, made the case that the “eugenical view-
point must be given due regard, as we cannot afford to throw away the extremely
valuable asset of good human stock” (Lundborg 1928, p. 291). “The good racial
qualities which we have inherited through the generosity of Nature, have nowhere
failed to evidence themselves,” he writes lauding the colonial expansion of Europe, the
“Swede, as well as the member of the other Scandinavian nations, is everywhere a
welcome stranger. He becomes the pioneer, and as a rule, lays the foundation of a solid,
organized state” (ibid).

During the 1930s and 1940s, when most Swedish eugenics was performed, its
discourse shifted from a racial to a social-productive categorization of groups—such
as the mentally defective, epileptics, and “travelers” (Tattare)}—that should be sterilized
for the genetic well-being of the nation. A new generation of medical and biological
researchers questioned the previous messages spread by Swedish eugenics. Among
them were Gunnar Dahlberg (1893-1956), who in 1935 succeeded a then retired
Herman Lundborg at what now was called the Swedish State Institute of Human
Genetics and Race Biology. Dahlberg’s view on race, as expressed in a 1942 journal
article “An Analysis of the Conception of Race and a New Method of Distinguishing
Races,” was more moderate than his predecessor’s as he did not believe in discrete
racial types as Lundborg had and doubted that there was any substantial racial
difference between majority ethnic Swedes and Saami people, although he did not
doubt that white Europeans and black Africans belonged to different races. Dahlberg
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contributed to the first two UNESCO statements on race—by commenting on a draft of
the first and co-drafting the second—and also contributed to the UNESCO campaign
against racism in the 1950s. After the revelations of the horrifying atrocities of the Nazi
regime in the mid-1940s, Sweden dismissed any similarities between Swedish eugenics
and German race doctrines. Eugenic sterilization reached its climax in Sweden during
the period 1943—-1949 (Tydén 2002, 2010, pp. 367, 371-372; Spektorowski and Ireni-
Saban 2011; Dahlberg 1942).

Sweden’s Post-WWII Relationship to Race, Colonialism, and Human
Rights

During and after WWII, Sweden’s state politics of race shifted. Soon after WWII,
Sweden rose to prominence as an international champion for universal human rights.
One of the chief ideologues of the Swedish Social Democrats, Alva Myrdal, took up a
post as the Director of the UN Department of Social Affairs in New York in 1948
(Hirdman 2006, p. 276). Her husband, Gunnar Myrdal—a former Swedish minister and
author of the influential An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern
Democracy (1944)—became the first Executive-Secretary of the UN Economic Com-
mission for Europe (1947-1957) (Barber 2008). Another former Swedish minister, Dag
Hammarskjold, became the second Secretary General 1953—1961 of the UN and
remains a major symbol of it. Today, Sweden is the world’s largest donor to human-
itarian UN bodies, second largest donor to the UN Development Programme and third
largest donor to the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
(Government Offices of Sweden 2016). According to the UN Human Development
Report 2016, though Sweden now ranks number 14 in the world on the UN Human
Development and Gender Inequality indexes, it still receives more refugees per capita
than any other European country (Jahan 2016).

Sweden’s anticolonialism took off around 1960 when it made a decisive shift
from previously being procolonial to speaking up against colonialism and Apart-
heid in the General Assembly (Huldt 1974). From then on until the early 1990s,
Sweden played a major international role in financial and logistical support to
the ANC and other liberation movements in Southern Africa. During the 1960s
and 1970s, Sweden actively supported the development and self-determination of
newly independent states. For example, it supported the Third World state-led
Non-Alignment Movement and its decolonial initiative the New International
Economic Order—which was supposed to lead to greater postcolonial self-deter-
mination, including a fairer distribution of power within international financial,
trade, and development institutions. An important part of Sweden’s post-WWII
anticolonial and decolonial role was the state as well as international view of the
country as without a colonial past or present and its overall nonpartisan neutral-
ity in international affairs (Pierre 2016; Hilson 2008; Ekman Jergensen 2008, p.
53; Sellstrdm 1999, 2003; Ottosson 2003, pp. 34-35; Engh 2009; Ottosson 2003,
p. 34; Agius 2006, pp. 113-114). As late as 2008, the Swedish government
stated that “Sweden’s lack of a colonial past in Africa” was among the factors
that makes Sweden particularly suited to influence and cooperate with Africa
(Government of Sweden 2007b, p. 67).
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In general, post-WWII Swedish state politics has excluded the country from the
history of European colonialism and denied the relevance of race in shaping the
organization of Swedish nationhood, society, and its place in the world. This Swedish
post-WWII ethos was invoked in a 1965 Christmas speech by Olof Palme—one of its
most prominent symbols, especially during his time as Prime Minister (1969-1976,
1982-1986): “Democracy is firmly rooted in this country. We respect the fundamental
freedoms and rights. Murky racial theories have never found a foothold here. We like to
see ourselves as open-minded and tolerant” (Palme 1968, p. 64, my translation). In the
speech, Palme went on to say that “it is not that simple” as Swedes may harbor some
prejudice in encounters with a growing immigrant population (ibid). It is in “our
everyday lives”, he stated, that we can show whether our ideal and principle of
internationalism is real, and ended with a cosmopolitan vision of the nation:

Immigrants in Sweden can in a sense be said to herald a new age. They want to
become part of our community and we must in turn seek our way out into a wider
community across borders. The world comes to us and we need to get out into the
world. (ibid, pp. 66, 67-68)

Such internationalism did not include discussions of any possible reckoning with a
structuring force of race and colonialism in Sweden and its place in the world.

The general contention in Parliament during the 1960s, when racial discrimination
first became a topic for debate, was that most Swedes rejected racial discrimination,
that there was no need for laws prohibiting racial discrimination, and that the most
effective measure against it was education. A public inquiry was issued in 1968 into
whether Sweden needed to change its laws to accommodate the ICERD (Government
of Sweden 1968, pp. 12-16). The Inquiry, which later resulted in a successful bill,
proposed some new legal provisions against racial hate speech and racial discrimination
in public facilities and services such as theaters and restaurants. However, no protec-
tions were proposed for the labor market. The Committee behind the Inquiry argued
that there was no scientific evidence that racial discrimination was a social problem in
Sweden. It also found the idea of laws that would regulate the labor market question-
able—at least in part due to a Swedish model under which labor market partners have
the right to enter into free contract agreements without interference of the state in the
form of legislation—and suggested that trade unions should and would be prepared to
combat racial discrimination if need be (ibid, pp. 66—68 and 78-79; Carlson 2016, pp.
142, 144-145, 159).

Sweden’s first state party report to the UN Committee for the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination (CERD) in 1973 affirmed that except for the prohibition of racial hate
speech and racial discrimination in public facilities and services, laws against racial
discrimination were unnecessary in Sweden since such discrimination already
contradicted the fundamental principles of Swedish law. The report ended with a
proclamation that a very large majority of the Swedish population are convinced that
all people should be treated equally regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, or nationality;
that the ideal and spirit of the ICERD enjoyed very strong support in Sweden; and that
therefore no further legislation against racial discrimination was needed. It was not until
1994, after 20 years of criticism from the UN, that Sweden at all banned racial
discrimination on the labor market (Lappalainen 2005, pp. 115-116).
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Should the Term Race Be Eliminated?

Sweden’s latest state party report to CERD (submitted January 2017) follows a similar
post-WWII line in supporting the exclusion of the term race from Sweden’s antidis-
crimination law, not recognizing structural racial discrimination as such nor the endur-
ing relevance of European colonialism to respecting universal human rights in Sweden.

Sweden is among the few countries in the world that has eliminated the term race
from its antidiscrimination law. In the Discrimination Act from 2009, the term is
replaced with a broad definition of ethnicity as “national or ethnic origin, skin colour
or other similar circumstance” (Government of Sweden 2008b). In its Concluding
Observations from 2013 (on the combined 19th to 21st periodic reports of Sweden),
CERD notes that deleting the term race “may lead to difficulties with the qualification
and processing of complaints of racial discrimination thus hindering the access to
justice for victims” (CERD 2013, p. 2). In response to this concern, the most recent
Swedish state party report reiterates an argument in the 2007 Government Bill behind
the new act, that “all people belong to the same race: the human race” and that
continuing to use the word race “might legitimise racist assumptions and confirm race
as an existing category” (Government of Sweden 2017, art. 25 p. 6; 2007a, b).
Furthermore, it denies that the actual protection against discrimination has been watered
down since the broad definition of ethnicity includes,

unfounded assumptions of “race”, attitudes based on sweeping references to
perceptions of the characteristics, appearance or background of “immigrants”
being used to justify an approach, or where someone in general justifies discrim-
inatory action with derogatory terms about people with a foreign or Swedish
background. (Government of Sweden 2017)

Here it should be pointed out—which CERD does not—that the omission of the
term race from Sweden’s antidiscrimination law has a broader significance than for the
possibility to protect against, report, and obtain redress for individual instances of
discrimination. It also acts as a more general political norm for the kinds of discrim-
ination to be recognized in society and how. For implementing the ICERD (and the
DDPA), this is key since beyond protecting against individual instances of discrimi-
nation the ICERD (and the DDPA) more broadly requires states to protect against
structural discrimination.

What is more, Sweden’s elimination of the term race seems to be based on
misconceptions of its nature. Already the four UNESCO statements on race (1950,
1951, 1964, and 1967) asserted that however laypeople or scientists may divide people
into races, there is no evidence that these divisions represent discrete categories with
definitive boundaries, genetic homogeneity, or innate psychological differences
(UNESCO 1969). However, the UNESCO statements did not categorically dismiss
race. The first Statement was accompanied by a document entitled What Is Race?—
which explained that, “Races share a general tendency to produce certain physical
traits” and that these traits include “hair, eyes, head shape, physique, etc” (Reardon

% A Public Inquiry published in 2015 suggests that “race” be replaced in other Swedish law such as the
Criminal Code and the Freedom of Press Act with “notions of race” (Government of Sweden 2015).
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2005, p. 48). In contemporary philosophy, “racial eliminativism”—the idea that the
term race ought to be eliminated since it lacks biological foundation—is generally
dismissed as untenable. The main reasons being that the term race can be given
meaning without reference to (psycho)biological essences—for example, by referring
to visible physical features and a common ancestry in a distinctive geographic loca-
tion—race is too socially significant to be eliminated and it still is debated whether race
remains a meaningful category in population genetics (Taylor 2004, 2013; Zack 2017;
Hardimon 2017a, b). In everyday parlance, racially ascriptive words like white or East
Asian may be used without presuming the existence of innate psychological differences
or discrete human populations. It makes perfect sense to speak of someone as “a white
adolescent male about 1.80 metres tall” without presupposing the existence of psycho-
biological or otherwise biologically discrete populations. On a structural level, it is
possible to refer to, say, the employment and housing situations of “white Swedes,”
“people of colour,” or “people of African descent” on the basis of visible physical traits
and geographical ancestry alone and without assuming that these are any (psycho)
biologically discrete populations.

It is also crucial to understand the nature of racial discrimination—especially its
structural dimensions—that we do not reduce it to beliefs in discrete (psycho)biological
populations. Even if beliefs in discrete (psycho)biological populations may be socially
prevalent—at least in principle—people may discriminate based on race while holding
no particular or less certain beliefs about any innate connections between race and
behavior. For example, a person may find that people of colour in general have alien
and inferior mores and therefore discriminate against them—say, in situations of hiring,
professional collaboration, or promotion—but without believing that such differences
are innate. As implicit bias research on race demonstrates, having a socially/culturally
derived imagination that allows one to, say, perceive black men as prone to violence
may make one act accordingly while explicitly and sincerely rejecting that black men
are prone to violence (e.g., Eberhardt 2005; Powell and Godsil 2011; Jolls and Sunstein
2006). Without any particular psychobiological assumptions, a property owner may
discriminate against black people or Roma as possible tenants in fear that they could
devalue the property by making it less attractive on the market. At a broad structural
level, white parents may contribute to racial segregation merely by wanting to send
their kids to schools conducive to high educational achievement (where the majority of
students happen to be white) and keep them away from those that impede educational
achievement (where the majority of students happen to be people of colour).

Regarding the view that race can be replaced by a broad definition of ethnicity
without anything being lost—this too may mislead. While it seems fair to say that the
term race at least singles out rough physical traits and geographical ancestry, it seems
equally fair to say that the term ethnicity typically does not and that it at least singles
out cultural groups (cf., e.g., Valdez and Golash-Boza 2017; Omi and Winant 2015;
Mills 1998; Alcoff 2006). For this reason, discriminating against someone, say, by
denying them a job because they are black generally is not the same as discriminating
against their ethnicity. The person’s ethnicity may be unknown to those who discrim-
inate. She or he may be Bamileke from Cameroon or part Bamileke and part ethnic
Swede or adopted as an infant from Cameroon by two ethnic Swedes and therefore self-
identify as ethnic Swede. Saying that someone is, say, black, white, or East Asian is not
the same as pointing out their ethnicity, and it would be confusing to speak of black,
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white, or East Asian people as ethnic groups. Not only because their ethnic belonging
may be undecided or various, but because insisting on speaking of them as such seems
to suppose that they have a culture in common (which if nothing else is the kind of
thinking that eliminating the term race was supposed to undermine in the first place).
To be fair, though, the broad definition of ethnicity in the Discrimination Act
distinguishes “national or ethnic origin” from race—which is replaced by “skin colour
or other similar circumstance”. Yet, discrimination due to race—in terms of physical
traits and geographical ancestry—is not merely on the basis of skin color and neither do
designations such as black, non-white, and East Asian merely refer to skin colour. It is
not on the basis of skin color per se that East Asians are discriminated against as many
East Asians may be lighter than many white Europeans. When speaking of people as
black, white, and so on, we are not referring to their skin tone per se. Typically, such
terms refer more generally to people’s appearances and ancestries (where skin tone may
or may not be a decisive factor). Thus, either “skin colour” is taken literally which will
render it socially senseless—especially in an antidiscrimination act—or it refers to race.

Structural Racial Discrimination in Sweden?

Central to the problem of Sweden’s elimination of the term race is that the state does
not recognize, monitor, or address structural racial discrimination even as a possible
universal human rights issue. To this, the amount of people of colour in Sweden should
not be decisive. Still, the growing number of people of colour in the country makes the
problem even more pertinent. Although rough estimates of racial groups may currently
be gleaned from available data on people’s country of birth and citizenship, this will not
be possible in a future that already is here with a growing amount of members of
society who have third- and fourth-generation, etc., immigrant backgrounds. According
to the official census bureau Statistics Sweden, immigrants today make up about 17%
of the population, 9% of whom are born outside Europe, and the number of immigrants
to Sweden—not to mention their descendants—are expected to rise in the future
(Statistics Sweden 2016, pp. 22, 31). This can be compared to the USA, which in
2015 had an immigrant population of 13.2% (United States Census Bureau 2015). In
Sweden, immigrants are especially concentrated to the major cities—the three largest
cities have around 15% non-European immigrants alone (Statistics Sweden 2016, p.
28).

Yet, neither in, for instance, the recent state party report to Sweden, the current
Government’s national plan against racism since 2016 nor in the work of the Equality
Ombudsman (DO) can one find as much as any mention of possible human rights
disparities between people who visibly are of European descent (white people) and
people who visibly are of non-European descent (people of colour) or whether the latter
may be particularly vulnerable to discrimination in Sweden. The report mentions that
ethnicity is the second most common ground for discrimination (after disability) in
complaints received by the Equality Ombudsman (DO)—which is tasked with moni-
toring compliance with the Discrimination Act—but makes no further distinctions
regarding “ethnic groups” (Government of Sweden 2017, p. 5). Instead of considering
how Swedish nationhood may have been shaped by racial distinctions and a history of
European colonialism and what this may mean with respect to universal human
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rights—the report seems to position Sweden as an exception to such histories, consti-
tutionally inclusive and internationalist:

In the National plan [against racism], the Government asserts that throughout
history Sweden has been a country in which a multitude of viewpoints, opinions
and perspectives have been expressed and have coexisted. This means that
Swedishness is the sum of a number of different parts. Saami, Afro-Swedish,
Roma, Muslim and Jewish, along with many other components, are all part of
what Swedishness is. (ibid, p. 10)

The recent national plan against racism as well as the state party report to CERD
mentions housing segregation as a problem and a new long-term reform program that
will run from 2017 to 2025 to tackle it—but no mention of whether it is a form of racial
segregation between white and non-white members of society (Government of Sweden
2017, p. 15). Though, from available studies it seems clear that residents with a non-
European background—and especially immigrants from Africa and the Middle East—
tend to live in segregated low-income neighborhoods with other immigrants
(Marcinczak et al. 2015; Aldén and Hammarstedt 2015). The three largest cities in
Sweden—Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmo—are today as segregated as Los
Angeles in the USA (Osth et al. 2014). In Sweden too, neighbourhoods with increasing
numbers of non-white residents have tipping points that result in “white flight” (Aldén
et al. 2015). And as in many other countries, among the results of urban segregation in
Sweden are social stigma, feelings of hopelessness, growing social unrest and violence,
and increasingly segregated primary schools with a strong effect on educational
performance (Malmberg et al. 2013; Nationella operativa avdelningen 2015;
Vallstrom 2015; Andersson et al. 2010).

There also seems to be reason to consider the possibility of recurrent racial discrim-
ination against people of colour in employment in Sweden. For example, the unem-
ployment rate of immigrants in Sweden with a non-European background is about four
times that of natives (OECD 2015, pp. 310, 313). For Africans, it is five times (Aldén
and Hammarstedt 2014, p. 11). This is despite that “Sub-Saharan Africans” in Sweden,
according to a recent cross-European minority and discrimination survey by the Euro-
pean Agency for Fundamental Rights, may on average be more highly educated than the
general population (FRA 2017, p. 89). Among those who neither work nor study, people
from Africa and Asia are overrepresented (Government of Sweden 2013, pp. 15, 94—
95). Immigrants from other European countries are about as likely to find jobs that
match their level of education as native-born Swedes—whereas immigrants from non-
European countries (and especially those who are from Africa and Asia) are highly
unlikely to do so (ibid, p. 16). In contrast to non-European immigrants who came to
Sweden as children and have received their highest education there, childhood immi-
grants from Western, Central, and Eastern Europe do not receive lower pay or otherwise
lower returns relative to their education than native Swedes (Katz and Ostberg 2013, p.
27). “Sub-Saharan Africans” living in Sweden report among the highest incidents of
workplace discrimination across the EU (17% in the last 12 months) (FRA 2017, p. 36).

The state party report points out that “Afrophobic” hate crimes are by far the most
prevalent of any category and that Afrophobia/anti-black racism is an extensive social
problem (Government of Sweden 2017, pp. 28-31, 40-42). The Swedish National
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Council for Crime Prevention recognizes Afrophobic hate crimes as a category, and the
current Swedish government has put some measures in place to combat Afrophobia
such as tasking the Equality Ombudsman with carrying out awareness-raising initia-
tives on the subject (National Council for Crime Prevention 2017; Government of
Sweden 2017, §34 p. 9). Still, there is no mention of Afrophobia as a form of racial
discrimination and no reference to race or racial distinctions as such in relation to it.

Exclusively using terms like ethnicity, national origin, immigrant background, skin
color and other similar circumstance when speaking of societal patterns of discrimina-
tion against people who visibly are of non-European descent may miss how and why
such people can be discriminated against. For example, insisting that it is the ethnicity
of people living in Sweden who visibly are of non-European descent that is the reason
for their discrimination, may not be able to account for discriminating situations where
their ethnicity—whether they are, say, Tigrinyan Eritrean Swedish, German, Irish
American, or Miao from China—may be unknown or irrelevant or any discriminating
patterns where merely pointing out that some people have foreign ethnicities seems
insufficient. Similar things may be said of national origin or immigrant background.
And, again, skin colour, when taken literally, neglects other visual features and will
make little social sense as a ground of discrimination. Even when understood as a
symbol for physical appearance more generally, it may only make sense as a ground of
discrimination in conjunction with notions of geographical descent.

In addition, exclusively using terms like ethnicity, national origin, immigrant back-
ground, skin colour, and other similar circumstance may impede transnational compar-
isons of discrimination against people who visibly are of non-European descent. For
example, how to make sense of such data as that across the EU people of non-European
descent—in particular people of African, North African, or Middle Eastern origin—
seem to suffer significant discrimination in employment whereas white European
immigrants commonly do not (OECD 2013, pp. 209-210). Or if, why, and how
Sweden may display similar patterns of discrimination against people who visibly are
of non-European descent as in former European colonies. For example, why and how it
could be the case that if the most discriminated minorities across Europe tend to be
Roma and people of African (including North African) descent, across former Euro-
pean settler colonies in the Americas, they tend to be indigenous peoples and people of
African descent (FRA 2017; Hernandez 2013, pp. 73-101; Telles 2014).

To be fair, though the state of Sweden does not refer to race or racial distinctions for
antidiscrimination purposes nor describe structural racial discrimination as such—it is
not without any recognition of structural racism whatsoever. This has been true at least
since 20052006 when a massive series of 15 state public reports on grounds of ethnic
or religious structural discrimination was published (e.g., de los Reyes and Kamali
2005; Lappalainen 2005). Yet, besides not making any references to race and racial
distinctions, there seems to be a tendency to reduce structural racism to matters of belief
and attitudes. In the national plan against racism from 2016, the Government declares
that it is important to recognize the existence of structural racism. The plan describes it
as widespread conscious or unconscious beliefs about ethnic groups, which lead to that
members of such groups have different access to rights and opportunities, and suggests
that individual cases of discrimination or hate crime are not isolated events, but part of a
larger context (Government of Sweden 2016, p. 11). Similarly, the National plan
defines Afrophobia as “ideologies, beliefs or values that express hostility against
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Afro-Swedes...” (ibid, p. 11). Such a definition seems to neglect how society may be
organized—by design or not—in ways that lead to recurring and compounded disad-
vantages and unequal access to rights for people of African descent, for instance, de
facto segregation and unequal access to basic resources such as education, the portrayal
(or lack of portrayal) in educational material of the histories and current situations of
Africans/people of African descent, or lack of accumulated opportunities, power, and
influence in society.

The Coloniality of Race in Sweden?

Beyond the purpose of accurately describing, monitoring, and addressing possible
structural racial discrimination in Sweden and placing it in a comparative transnational
perspective—an additional reason for using the term race with respect to universal
human rights is what may be called the coloniality of race (cf., e.g., Quijano 2000;
Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013). That is, any possible distinctions, discriminating structures
and moral relationships between white people, people of colour, and indigenous
peoples, and developed and developing countries, that are consequences or at least
continuations of the colonial era. Exclusively using terms like ethnicity, national origin,
immigrant background, skin colour and other similar circumstance may make it seem
like race and structural racial discrimination also is irrelevant to Sweden in the sense
that the country did not participate in nor contribute to the structural racial discrimina-
tion of the colonial era, bears no responsibility for it, and is not implicated by any of its
legacies with respect to universal human rights. It may exclude or hinder such questions
as whether, if at all, the state of Sweden has any special responsibilities regarding how
its organization and practices as a European nation-state has led to racial discrimination
and undermined human rights. Or whether, if at all, a racially discriminating interna-
tional order of European colonialism today is perpetuated by Sweden and its relation-
ship to other countries.

Two of CERD’s general recommendations for how to interpret the ICERD—Gen-
eral Recommendations 28 and 33—call on states to take the DDPA into account when
implementing the ICERD, disseminate the DDPA, and include in their periodic reports
information on measures they have taken to implement the DDPA (OHCHR 2002,
2009). Concomitantly, CERD’s latest Concluding Observations of Sweden from 2013
recommends that the state gives effect to the DDPA when implementing the ICERD
and that its next periodic report includes information on measures taken to implement
the DDPA (CERD 2013, §23 pp. 7-8).

Sweden’s response to this in its latest report to CERD is to refer to its national action
plan to combat Afrophobia, antiziganism, Islamophobia, and racism against Saami
people, and its tasking of the state agency the Living History Forum to, among other
things, carry out “a major education initiative on different forms of racism and
intolerance in history and today, to run until 2019” (Government of Sweden 2017,
§43). However, the national action plan itself does not mention the DDPA nor
colonialism or racial discrimination as such (Government of Sweden 2016). Nonethe-
less, in the ongoing fulfillment of its task, the Living History Forum has taken some
steps toward recognizing the relevance of colonialism to Sweden. Its website describes
Sweden’s ongoing relationship to Sapmi (the Northern part of Scandinavia inhabited by
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the only recognized indigenous peoples of Europe, the Sami) as a colonial one, and a
piece written by myself places Afrophobia/anti-black racism in the context of European
colonialism and the enslavement of Africans (Briannlund and Drugge 2016;
McEachrane 2016). A review report from the Forum on historical research on racism
in Sweden links it (in particular anti-black racism) to an era of European colonialism—
albeit without implications to universal human rights as indicated by the DDPA
(Ericsson 2016, pp. 81-82, 139, 150-152).

Overall, it seems fair to say that thus far Sweden’s possible role in and responsibil-
ities for the national and international ramifications of colonialism to structural racial
discrimination, as recognized by the DDPA, largely remain unrecognized by the state.
Though the Swedish state recently has taken some steps toward exploring its partici-
pation in European colonialism, it has yet to recognize structural racial discrimination
as such even as a possibility within its borders. Let alone the possibility that there may
be structural racial discrimination and inequities within Sweden’s borders as well as in
its relationship to the outside world and in other parts of the world that are results and
continuations of a colonial era that Sweden participated in, benefited from, and bears
some responsibility for.

However, there are two events on the horizon that could change this. One is that the
Swedish Saami Parliament together with the Equality Ombudsman are developing a
Truth Commission to investigate the Swedish state’s abuse of the Saami and their
human rights and to propose appropriate compensatory and forward-looking measures
to correct the historical trauma (Saami Parliament of Sweden 2017). Just to mention
one indicator of the current human rights situation of the Saami—according to a 2016
knowledge compilation by the Saami Parliament on the mental health of Swedish
Saami, half of young Saami women have considered suicide, one in three young
reindeer herding Saami have seriously considered or have planned to commit suicide,
and about two out of five male reindeer herders seem to suffer from clinical anxiety
disorders (Saami Parliament of Sweden 2016, p. 6). In a 2015 report that the Saami
Parliament submitted to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, colonialism is mentioned 55 times in 75 pages. Among other things, the
report recommends a Truth Commission that would “fully address and bring redress for
all colonial and structural roots of discrimination and Indigenous Rights violations that
the Sami Indigenous People in Sweden have endured and continue to unjustly suffer
from” (Saami Parliament of Sweden 2015, p. 4).

Unambiguously naming, recognizing, and addressing structural racial discrimination
against the Saami probably needs to be part of this process. Although, today, the Saami
are defined by Swedish and European law as an ethnic minority that is culturally
distinct and has a history in the country (Council of Europe 1995). In addition, they are
indigenous people to which rights to self-determination, cultural integrity, and land are
central (ILO 1989; UN General Asembly (UNGA) 2007). They typically also are
physically indistinguishable from white ethnic Swedes and not discriminated against
based on features such as skin colour. Therefore, it may seem appropriate to speak of
the discrimination Saami face as instances of ethnic rather than racial discrimination.
On the other hand, historically, the Swedish Saami have been subjected to racial
inferiorization and exclusion from a racially circumscribed Swedish nationhood. A
part of the harm that has been done to them is to deny them equal human dignity and
rights on the basis that they are innately inferior peoples with innately inferior cultures.
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This racial (or at least racialized) oppression of the Saami arguably is continuous with
Sweden’s and other European countries’ historical understanding of, for instance, white
European identity, nationhood, civilization, and human dignity; and their treatments of
indigenous peoples and people of colour elsewhere (cf., e.g., Fur 2013).

The other event is that the 15 member states of the Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) currently are calling on Sweden and other European states to—as the
DDPA would have it—"“take appropriate and effective measures to halt and reverse the
lasting consequences” of such practices as slavery, the transatlantic slave trade, apart-
heid, and colonialism (OHCHR 2001, art. 102 p. 38). CARICOM is requesting that
Sweden and other European states finance a 10-point CARICOM Reparatory Justice
Program (CRJP) (CARICOM Reparations Commission 2014). Most of the measures
included in the program are already recommended by the DDPA—such as an official
apology for the crimes against humanity that were perpetrated in the region, debt relief,
technology transfer, illiteracy eradication, an indigenous peoples’ development pro-
gram, and a program for the welcome return to Africa of descendants of enslaved
Africans (OHCHR 2001). CARICOM has vowed to take Sweden and other European
states to the International Court of Justice if they are unwilling to support the CRJP
(CARICOM 2016).

For Sweden, CARICOM’s demand for reparations is an opportunity to face up to
and—if and where ever it may be due—take responsibility for its participation in a
colonial order of racial discrimination and human rights violations. Though the state of
Sweden never was a major colonial power compared to, say, Britain or France—its
direct and indirect contributions to and material benefits from the enslavement of
Africans and its institutionalized suppression of the rights of people of African descent
on St Barthélemy speaks to ways in which Sweden too has both privileged and
undermined human rights on the basis of race.
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