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A distinctive 
feature of Swedish 
Islamophobia is the 
regular burning of 
the Qur’an, carried 
out with official 
permission. These 
medieval-like acts 
are instigated by 
far-right radicals or 
provocateurs seeking 
notoriety.

In Swedish media, 
immigrants and 
Muslims are often 
portrayed as "others" 
and described 
through stereotypes 
associated with 
aggressive behavior.

Before the early 20th century, Jews 
were almost the only non-Christians 
encountered by Europeans. Today, 
however, hundreds of thousands of 
Muslim immigrants have arrived in 
the West. In Sweden, the Muslim pop-
ulation is approaching 800,000. Just 
as Jews were victims of antisemitism 
a century ago, Muslims are now facing 
rising Islamophobic persecution.
According to Swedish sociologists and 
human rights activists, Muslims face 
discrimination in education, the work-
place, and government institutions. 
The media often portrays Muslims and 
Islam through biased and stereotypical 
lenses.
In 2015, Swedish NGOs published re-
ports revealing that school materials 
were rife with stereotypes about Islam. 
Islam is frequently depicted as a “mili-
taristic” religion, and educational cur-
ricula contain notions of an impending 
“clash of civilizations” and a conflict be-
tween Swedish society and the Muslim 
world.
A 2007 study conducted by Stockholm 
University found that job applicants 
with names perceived as ethnically 
Swedish were twice as likely to receive 
interview invitations compared to 
those with Muslim names, despite hav-
ing similar qualifications. Researcher 
Zahra Bayati commented that “racial 
segregation in society is resurfacing 
in the fields of education... and in the 
workplace.”
In Swedish media, immigrants and 
Muslims are often portrayed as “oth-
ers” and described through stereo-
types associated with aggressive be-
havior. A 2015 report from the Equality 
Ombudsman of the Swedish govern-
ment revealed that stereotypes about 
Muslims are widespread in private me-
dia, unlike in public media.
This has led to biased attitudes to-

wards Muslims among authorities. 
For example, the “Terrorism Act,” en-
acted in 2003, has been criticized as a 
“racial law in practice.” Between 2003 
and 2011, 26 people were arrested 
under this law, and another 15 were 
detained—all of whom were Muslims. 
A 2008 report by the Swedish Nation-
al Council for Crime Prevention noted 
that stereotypes against Muslims are 
present throughout the Swedish judi-
cial system. Muslims are less likely to 
receive fair treatment during criminal 
investigations, and there is institution-
al distrust of Muslim suspects, particu-
larly men.
The anti-Islamic campaign in Sweden 
has resulted in regular hate crimes 
across the kingdom. The first such inci-
dent occurred in 1993, when a mosque 
was burned for the first time in the 
country, and two young Somali immi-
grants were stabbed to death. In 2003, a 
mosque in Malmö was set on fire, caus-
ing damage to the building, while the 
adjacent Islamic Center was complete-
ly destroyed. The mosque was attacked 
again in October 2005.
In 2014, over the course of a single 
week, three mosques in different 
Swedish cities were set on fire. Some 
were attacked with Molotov cocktails 
and defaced with racist graffiti. In May 
2017, Sweden’s largest Shia mosque, 
the Imam Ali Islamic Center in Järfälla, 
was burned to the ground in an arson 
attack.
A distinctive feature of Swedish Islam-
ophobia is the regular burning of the 
Qura’n, carried out with official permis-
sion. These medieval-like acts, remi-
niscent of the times when heretics and 
sacred Jewish books were burned in 
Europe, are instigated by far-right radi-
cals or provocateurs seeking notoriety.
In 2022, Danish-Swedish politician 
Rasmus Paludan, known for his calls to 

expel Muslims from Scandinavia, orga-
nized a series of anti-Islam rallies that 
included the burning of the Qur’an. This 
provocation sparked a wave of violent 
clashes and protests abroad. Chinese 
diplomats remarked, “Freedom of 
speech cannot be used as an excuse to 
incite racial or cultural discrimination 
and societal division.” They urged the 
Swedish government to “respect the re-
ligious beliefs of minority groups.”
However, Swedish authorities did not 
heed the recommendations of the in-
ternational community. On June 28, 
2023, Iraqi-born Salwan Momika, 
with official permission, organized a 
Qur’an burning outside the Stockholm 
mosque during Eid al-Adha. These re-
peated desecrations of the holy book 
led to the emergence of the term “Ko-
rankrisen” (“Qur’an-burning crisis”). Mass 
protests erupted once again in Mus-
lim-majority countries. According to a 
survey conducted by the polling agency 
Novus, 77% of Iraqis surveyed consid-
er Sweden an anti-Islamic country.

What is driving the growing anti-Islam-
ic activity in Sweden? Much of it stems 
from the dismantling of the welfare 
state and increased competition in the 
labor market between different seg-
ments of the population. Additionally, 
the political hegemony of the Social 
Democratic Party has faded in recent 
decades, with right-wing parties now 
dominating the country’s political 
landscape, where anti-immigrant and 
anti-Islamic rhetoric is a key part of 
their agenda. Lastly, it’s important to 
note that Sweden has recently aban-
doned its neutral status, which has 
inevitably affected the overall atmo-
sphere in the country.
Islamophobia is leading to increased 
tension within Swedish society and 
the decline of the country’s once high 
international standing. However, the 
Swedish authorities appear to be un-
prepared to take the necessary steps to 
address the situation.

The article was first published on Caliber.

Kingdom of Islamophobia from  
freedom and tolerance to hatred

Until recently, Sweden 
was seen as a country of 
freedom and tolerance, 
open to refugees and 
exiles from around the 
world. But today, this 
Scandinavian nation in-

creasingly finds itself in the headlines due to hate crimes 
and regular scandals related to public displays of Islam-
ophobia.
Anti-Islamic sentiments have been strong in Sweden for 
centuries, even though the vast majority of Swedes prob-
ably never encountered Muslims until the early 20th cen-
tury. As early as the 18th century, only Lutherans could be-
come Swedish citizens, and non-believers could be barred 
from entering the country at any time.
Gradually, the Swedish attitude toward foreign religions 
and cultures began to change, and by the end of the last 
century, this Scandinavian nation had welcomed the high-
est number of immigrants and refugees per capita in Eu-
rope. It’s important to remember that a tolerant approach 
to migration is not purely an act of charity—developed 
economies need cheap labor to perform low-skilled jobs. 
This is why the anti-migrant rhetoric of the far-right often 
clashes with economic realities. Countries may try to com-
plicate the relocation of foreigners and hinder their inte-
gration, but they cannot completely abandon it. The native 
population is unwilling to clean floors, work in factories, or 
serve as low-paid caregivers in hospitals.
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“irritation and misunderstandings” 
and claiming the video attempted 
“to show the approach of Salafists 
and other Islamists to garner new, 
young followers”. It further said that 
some scenes of the video would be 
“revised”.
What probably hastened the Bavari-
an government’s decision to remove 
the video was the reaction of some 
commentators who saw parallels 

between its imagery and that of an-
ti-Semitic Nazi propaganda. In par-
ticular, the scene of a bearded man 
with evil-looking features devouring 
a woman looks very close to Nazi rep-
resentations of a Jewish man devour-
ing ethnic Germans.
The anti-Semitic tint of Islamopho-
bic imagery produced by German 
institutions is hardly surprising. As 
Israeli-German philosopher Moshe 

Zuckermann has written, Islamopho-
bia is the projection of an unutterable 
anti-Semitism.
The sentiments reflected in Germa-
ny’s old anti-Semitism cannot be pub-
licly expressed anymore due to the 
state’s official embrace of philo-Sem-
itism. That is why they are channelled 
through Islamophobia. What cannot 
be done to the Jew anymore, can easi-
ly be done to the Muslim.

The historical parallel here is hard to 
miss: far-right forces are rising, as a 
racist hysteria targeting one racial-
ized group of people spreads through 
the German state and society. History 
may not repeat itself fully. Mass exter-
mination may be replaced by mass 
expulsion as the far-right concept 
of “remigration” is quickly gaining 
ground; it has long left the far-right 
fringe to become increasingly more 

mainstream.
As German politicians of various 
stripes and colors jump on the band-
wagon of Islamophobia, they may 
do well to remember that their pre-
decessors doing exactly the same al-
most a century ago did not end well 
for them. Hate is never a “winning” 
strategy.

The article first appeared on Al Jazeera.


