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Methodology / Methods The project combined qualitative and quantitative methods.
First, the prevalence and processes of racist violence were
analysed on the basis of two statistical data sets. Second,
two interview studies on racist violence were carried out,
focusing both on victims and perpetrators of violence. Third,
an interview study on the growth of anti-racist actions was
carried out.

Abstract

This research project set out to: (a) assess the extent of the problem of racist violence
among youth in Sweden, Finland, and Norway; (b) assess the possible background to
the issue of racist violence with reference to the involvement of extremist groups; (c)
evaluate attempts by governmental agencies, community and anti-racist groups to take
measures to improve the situation.
The project combined qualitative and quantitative methods (firstly, two interview
studies on racist violence were carried out, focusing both on victims and perpetrators of
violence and an interview study on the growth of anti-racist actions was also performed.
Secondly, the prevalence and processes of racist violence were analysed on the basis of
two statistical data sets).
The Nordic countries have experienced simultaneously both diverging and converging
developments and manifestations of racist violence. Although racist violence may vary
in nature, racist manifestations seem to escalate in due time from one locality to another,
across borders and generations.

Initial Research Objectives

The project was set up to:

� assess the extent of the problem of racist violence among youth in Sweden, Finland,
and Norway

� assess the possible background to the issue of racist violence with reference to the
involvement of extremist groups

� evaluate attempts by governmental agencies, e.g., the police and courts, community
and anti-racist groups, to improve the situation.

Main Research Results

The results of the study show that racist violence and harassment may take several
forms, ranging from relatively rare but serious incidents of murder and serious assaults
to the more frequent incidents of racial abuse and threatening behaviour, and damage to
property. According to Tore Bjorgo, the various forms of racist violence increased in
the Nordic Region throughout the 1990s. Sweden, in particular, has witnessed an
upsurge in cases of bombing, arson, shooting and other violent actions against asylum
seekers, immigrants and ethnic minorities. Xenophobic violence tends to come in
patterns of waves or clusters. The causal chain from developments at the macro level to
the actual acts of xenophobic violence is extremely complex. The increases and



decreases are influenced by a number of different factors working in combination. Thus,
it is necessary to focus on the levels of individual perpetrators in the context of the
groups to which they belong, and on these youth groups and gangs in the context of
their local communities. Accordingly, perpetrators of racist or xenophobic violence may
be divided into at least four distinct types which vary considerably in terms of social
background, motivation, and behaviour: ideological activists, xenophobes, criminals,
and fellow travellers. In this light, violence can be a powerful statement about social
relations and identities.

According to Henrik Lunde, the Norwegian perpetrators of racist violence are to a great
extent young men who have carried out violent acts as a gang, and in few cases have
they been members of a racist or Nazi organization. Overall, organised militant neo-
Nazis groups are very few in number, comprising only a few hundred males under 30.
Nevertheless, the far-right organisations in Norway are today more organised and better
financed than ever before. Racist propaganda has crept into mainstream politics and
politicians may today express statements that only avowed racists would have expressed
some years ago. Up until recent years, law enforcement authorities in Norway have
been reluctant to use the expression ‘racist' in cases of violence aimed at immigrants
and refugees. Thus, there are reasons to believe that accusations of racial discrimination
on the part of the police and other officials may reflect, at least in part, both inadequate
police training and practices and dubious rules and routines, although there are signs
that the state is starting to acknowledge the racist element in violent incidents.

In Sweden, Ulla Rantakeisu, Sabina Almgren and Bengt Starrin trace the origins of
racist events in a small locality in Värmland during Easter in April 1995. According to
their study, the public authorities' interpretation of the Easter events was paradoxical,
since racist motives were officially rejected. Although media reports placed the issue of
racist violence on the public agenda, media scrutiny, however, seems to meet pitfalls
with respect to source criticism.

Furthermore, the study highlights the fact that racist groups and activists have become
more visible over the last 20 years, among other things, through the spread of white
power music and other propaganda. During the 90s, violent attacks were carried out
both by members of youth gangs without any express political ideology and by more
organised far-right extremist groups.

According to Abby Peterson, violent confrontation between racists and anti-racists in
Sweden forms a totally new level of collective action for the state authorities. However,
it may also be seen as an attempt by young people to actively participate in and shape
society. Direct confrontation, violent as well as non-violent, is providing the cement for
the construction of the collective identity of many young racist and anti-racist groups,
and challenging the constitution of adult authority. Militant anti-racists, in particular,
have argued that their violent confrontations with Nazi groups and organisations have
forced politicians, the justice department, and the police to sharpen their restrictions
against racist manifestations, speech and written propaganda which may be interpreted
as racial incitement, in addition to enforcement of the legal restrictions on wearing
uniforms and insignias.

According to Timo Virtanen, Finnish terrorist-type acts have been rare in comparison to
racist incidents on the streets. Moreover, there is less evidence of organised and



coherent neo-fascist ideologies of race, which seem to be more typical of a collective
criminal form of behaviour involving far-right groups in other Nordic countries.
However, some forms of skinhead violence, in particular, may be patterned rather than
random, and violence has become entrenched in some localities, and is persistent and
long-term in the way it affects individuals. The risk of victimisation seems to be
aggravated in the case of groups defined as 'non-white'. Young immigrant men, in
particular, seem to fall victim to racist violence on the streets and in other public places.
They may also be less inclined to report racist incidents to the police. Nevertheless,
violence is not only directed against immigrants and ethnic minorities, but also against
anti-racists and the native-born friends of immigrants. Skinhead violence may range
from threats of violence to serious assaults with knives and other weapons on victims
who are alone or in small groups, often affecting anybody found 'in the wrong place at
the wrong time'.

In the context of this escalation of youth problems and racist incidents, local Finnish
communities seem to differ in terms of how alert they are to the dangers. Some
communities seem to allow the emergence of these problems, while others are more
effective in taking action against them through legal, social or cultural channels. For
example, in Joensuu, the emergence of the skinhead problem may perhaps be linked to
sinking economic conditions and there was a long delay before counteraction was
initiated. In Mikkeli, the skinhead issue was only placed on the public agenda as a
problem in 1997, two or more years after its first emergence. Action to curb the problem
of racist violence was initiated by the police and city officials due to fear of having the
city labelled a hotbed of racism. In Turku, racist violence by skinheads evident in the
early 1990s had declined considerably by the mid-1990s, perhaps because of the rising
number of immigrants in the city.

Ethnic conflicts, and their potential for escalation, are often considered a threat to civil
society. Traditionally, violence has more commonly been instigated by small and close-
knit groups rather than by mobs. Once violence has begun, it legitimates repression by
the state authorities, polarises the public and binds groups of militants together more
cohesively. So far, outbreaks of ethnic rioting have been a rare occurrence in Finland.
Similarly, violence and confrontation between racists and anti-racists has remained at a
low level. Nevertheless, it is a challenge to devise ways to deal with emerging
demographic and ethnic diversity. The results of the project indicate that it is of great
importance that the breakdown of relations between immigrant youths and the police be
prevented. The issue of confidence in the police is important since there is still time to
combat the emergence of ethnic conflict in Finland, if police power is used
appropriately. So far, racist music events have not turned into mini-riots between anti-
racists and police, as has been the case in many other European countries.
Unfortunately, some incidents indicate that the Finnish police also have a tendency to
wield their power repressively with respect to ethnic minorities and members of the
counterculture.

Conclusions from the Main Research Results

The Nordic countries under study, Sweden, Finland, and Norway, are no exception to
the trend of racist violence and harassment of ethnic minorities and immigrants
throughout Western society. As the results of the present study show, the Nordic



countries have encountered both diverging and converging developments and
manifestations of racist violence. Although the nature of racist violence may vary
widely, racist manifestations seem to escalate in due time from one locality to another,
across boarders and generations. Typically, some forms of violence may be patterned
rather than random, may be entrenched in certain localities, and may be persistent and
long-term. Skinheads, in particular, have been typified as the most arrogant source of
racist violence in the countries under study. However, skinhead violence in Finland does
not seem to be as wide-ranging as in other Nordic countries, where violence ranges
from arson attacks, robbery and shooting to the destruction of property and graffiti.

The most victimised groups may include refugees and asylum seekers newly arrived in
Europe. However, on the basis of data gathered by the present authors and
governmental agencies, considerable diversity can be found amongst the various ethnic
groups and their experience of racist violence and harassment as well as among the
perpetrators of racist violence and harassment. One of the major difficulties in
determining the extent of racist and xenophobic violence in Finland is, however, that
information on such incidents is not systematically collected and reported on a national
scale, nor is it shared among agencies.

The question remains whether such racist incidents may be directly attributable to
certain extreme right-wing organisations in the countries under study. It may be argued
that although certain politicians in each country may have played on the immigration
issue in their political campaigns, racist violence is an issue which goes beyond the
existence of extreme groups and organisations. In Sweden, in particular, violent attacks
may be the work of both members of youth gangs without any express political ideology
and more organized far-right extremist groups.

On the other hand, there has been a significant increase in public awareness of racist
violence, with policies to prevent and combat such tendencies being implemented
throughout the Nordic countries. Overall, the phenomenon of racist violence is affected
by a variety of responses from society and its institutions, the media, the general public,
racists and anti-racists, and researchers. The 1990s saw the emergence of various
governmental bodies, committees, and actions aimed at ethnic minorities, racism and
xenophobia, both at national and European level. In the aftermath of such European
actions as the European Year Against Racism, national agencies have been active in
placing the question of racism on the political agenda, and in fighting against it. In
many cases, local anti-racist actions both by official agencies and NGOs may be
understood as a way of sharing the concern of European institutions and organisations.
Typically, anti-racist actions have consisted of a mixture of actions by different
agencies and organisations to promote tolerance and combat racism, while the fear of
having a locality labelled as a hotbed of racism has produced large-scale anti-racist
projects, although often years after the problem first appeared. For example, police
training has focused on more professional police methods and more creative strategies
for responding to racist violence. Young people, in particular, have rallied to the support
of victims of racist violence and against the passivity of the police, given that the law
enforcement authorities were not taking racist manifestations, rock concerts, and other
racist symbols seriously. This has also had promising anti-racist effects in neighbouring
countries.



Main contribution to the objectives of the YFE Programme

The project has, along with the European Year Against Racism, NGOs, and national
agencies and institutions, been active in placing the question of racism on the public
agenda, and in strengthening the fight against racism.


