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SAYAKA OSANAMI TÖRNGREN AND MARCUS NYSTRÖM 
 
Are Swedes really racially color-blind? Examination of racial ascription and 
degree of Swedishness 
 

ABSTRACT 

This is one of the first studies in Sweden testing the notion of racial color-blindness 

empirically in a Swedish context, by asking a sample of Swedish participants to assign race to 

images of faces with different phenotypes, rate how ‘Swedish’ the faces are perceived (referred 

to the degree of ‘Swedishness’) and identify the skin color of the faces (through the NIS skin-

color scale). We also use eye-tracking to explore whether participants look differently at faces 

of different racial groups. The results show that skin-color is a decisive factor in the racial 

ascription as Black, while skin color is not determinant of the degree of Swedishness. What 

determines the degree of Swedishness is the racial assignment itself, in other words, how 

individuals perceive and categorize phenotypes into different racial groups. We conclude that 

Swedes are not truly racially color-blind and race does indeed matter in Sweden. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sweden is a country characterized by rapidly growing racial and ethnic diversity 
driven by immigration. Today around 20% of the total population of 10 million are 
foreign-born and around 6% of the total population are second-generation 
immigrants born and raised in Sweden by two foreign-born parents. Five percent 
(5%) of the total population in Sweden today are mixed Swedes (having one 
Swedish born parent and one foreign born parent), and 20% of the newborn babies 
in 2020 were multiracial and multiethnic, having two parents with different 
countries of birth. In major Swedish cities, children having two Swedish-born 
parents are becoming a numerical minority (SCB 2020). Contrary to countries such 
as the US or the UK where the population is equivalently diverse in their racial and 
ethnic composition, Sweden does not have any official statistics on race and 
ethnicity of the population, neither in a form of census or equality data based on 
self-reported race and ethnicity. Instead, Sweden administratively categorizes 
persons into “Swedish background” and “foreign background” through a racially 
color-blind category of citizenship and country of birth. These categories create a 
“demographic illusion” (Alba 2020) obscuring the changes of the population both 
through dichotomization of the “Swedish” and “immigrant background”, but also 
through not recognizing the growing population of third generation and mixed 
Swedes.  

Previous research shows how race matters in Sweden and how Sweden is far 
from being racially color-blind (Hübinette and Lundström 2020, Osanami Törngren 
2020, Wolgast and Wolgast 2021). It is clear that race functions as a means of 
“creating and enforcing social order” (Smedley and Smedley 2005:24) based on what 
is visible. Despite this, the term race is conceptually erased in Swedish legislation 
and the country maintains a “post-racial” and racially color-blind approach to its 
people (Hübinette and Hylten-Cavallius 2014, McEachrane 2014). To be truly color-
blind and post-racial means that race no longer matters in society, and therefore, 
that there is no racism; people acknowledge each other's differences based on racial 
and ethnic belonging, but these differences do not determine where you are 
positioned in society.  If racism persists then assertion of racial color-blindness only 
becomes a practice of “seeing race” but not admitting to the effects of it, and post-
raciality becomes merely a practice of “erasing any racial categorization or naming 
by public institutions, while protecting private racial arrangements and expression” 
(Goldberg 2015, 69). Sweden operates through the “racial nonracialism” (Goldberg 
2015, 169), an aspiration and assertion that race does not matter . 

In this article, we empirically test if Sweden is racially color-blind or only 
being post-racial and practicing racial nonracialism. We do this by asking a sample 
of Swedish participants to assign preset racial categories to images of faces with 
different phenotypes, rate how ‘Swedish’ the faces are perceived (referred to the 



degree of ‘Swedishness’ in this paper), and identify the skin color of the faces 
(through NIS skin-color scale1). Moreover, as a more objective measure to 
investigate whether different racial groups are viewed differently, eye-tracking 
technology is used to estimate the amount of time spent looking at the eyes, nose, 
and mouth regions of the faces. If race does not matter in Sweden and Swedes are in 
fact truly racially color-blind, we predict a high accuracy in categorizing faces into 
racial categories, but that the degree of Swedishness is unrelated to this racial 
categorization and the phenotypes in the faces such as skin color.  

RACE AS SOCIAL CONSTRUCT AND CULTURAL PRACTICE  

When we see people, we are socialized to see certain people as falling into different 
groups and categories for example based on gender, race, ethnicity, or nationality. 
Categorization is an everyday social practice which affects our ways of seeing, 
thinking, and acting (Jenkins 2005). It is also a political project, especially when 
categories are applied to people – when categories are attached with expectations 
and beliefs, they can consciously and unconsciously influence our judgements and 
the way we behave towards the people categorized (Brubaker, Loveman and 
Stamatov 2004, DiMaggio 1997).  

Race is one of such modes of categorization; a process which reflects a 
mechanism of structural hierarchies based on phenotype (Smedley and Smedley 
2005). Categorization of individuals relies on visual cues (Johnson, Lick and 
Carpinella 2015), but which visual cues matters depend on the context. We are 
categorized into certain racial groups based on the stereotypical expectations and 
beliefs about who falls into the category. Race is not an essential characteristic of 
people and racial categories are highly contingent to time and place even in a single 
country context. Because race is a category of hierarchy, national politics shape 
which racial categories are accepted and relevant in a particular country (Masuoka 
2017). Moreover, which phenotypes are important, and which are considered visible 
depends on the contextual and stereotypical knowledge, in other words, salience of 
the visibility in the context. Therefore, who counts as a minority and majority is 
based on visibility shifts (Song 2020). Cultural schemas known as “mental 
constructs” which function as representations and processors of information are 
central in understanding what expectations and beliefs that are attached to the 
categories. Schemas reveal the ways of seeing race, not just the cognitive perspective 
on how we put people into different racial categories (Brubaker et al. 2004, Pickett, 
Saperstein and Penner 2019)   

 
1 https://nis.princeton.edu/downloads/nis-skin-color-scale.pdf 



Research in social psychology has provided conclusive evidence on face 
processing and how presentation of a face can evoke social category information, 
related schemas and stereotypes (Fiske and Neuberg 1990, Kawakami, Dovidio, Moll 
et al. 2000, Ratner, Dotsch, Wigboldus et al. 2014). When we see a face we process 
what the face symbolizes, and therefore it is seemingly improbable to be racially 
color-blind (Apfelbaum, Norton and Sommers 2012). Indeed, color and visibility 
mattered and still matters differently in North America, Asia, the Middle East and 
Africa, and determine the consequences of categorization, how they affect 
individual life chances negatively and positively because of the structure of power, 
privilege and oppression attached to the visible cues (Dixon and Telles 2017). 
Research clearly demonstrates the importance of context and geographical place in 
patterns of racial categorization. At the same time, the rise of Black Lives Matter 
movements across the globe, or the rise of anti-Asian hate with the Covid-19 
pandemic are examples of how race matters and how racial ideas travel across 
contexts in the globalized world today (Solomos 2020). Since race is a social 
construct, the historical and the contemporary conditions and contexts affect how 
people racially identify or are racially classified (Aspinall 2020, Bratter and 
O'Connell 2017, Ellison, Aspinall, Smart et al. 2017, Morning and Saperstein 2018, 
Pickett et al. 2019).  

CULTURAL INFLUENCE AND RACIAL BIAS ON EYE-MOVEMENTS  

It has been established that own-race faces are recognized more accurately than 
other-race faces, a finding known as the ‘own-race bias’ (Meissner and Brigham 
2001, Wan, Crookes, Dawel et al. 2017). Own-race bias and cross-race effects are 
explained through a lack of contact with other races or differences in the cognitive 
process of recognizing own and other race faces (Kawakami, Friesen and Vingilis-
Jaremko 2018, Young, Hugenberg, Bernstein et al. 2012). Several studies have 
explored eye-movements and the own race advantage in face recognition 
(Goldinger, He and Papesh 2009, Gonzalez and Schnyer 2019, Hayward, Rhodes 
and Schwaninger 2008, Hayward, Crookes and Rhodes 2013).  

Many of the eye-tracking studies that compare eye-movements when 
participants view different racial groups involve participants who are of differing 
national origin or participants with limited exposure to different racial groups that 
the experiment tests. Many of these cross-cultural studies have shown distinct 
patterns of eye movements for people raised in different geographical locations 
and/or in different cultures (read Kawakami et al. 2018 for an overview). For 
example, Blais et al (2008), report that Western Caucasian participants fixated 
consistently on the eye region of a face while East Asian participants who arrived in 
the Western country for the first time fixate more on the central region of the faces. 
Hills and Pake (2013) found that although participants viewed their own and other 



race faces in the same manner, they find that Black participants from African 
countries fixate more on the upper nose area, while White participants raised in the 
UK tend to fixate more on the eyes. However, there are also cross-cultural studies 
finding that there are no visual preferences and different eye-movement patterns 
such as first fixation, distribution of fixations or dwell time on different parts of the 
faces (e.g. Chuk, Crookes, Hayward et al. 2017, Laeng, Kiambarua, Hagen et al. 
2018, Or, Peterson and Eckstein 2015) . 

There is also evidence for differentiated and preferential processing of own- 
and other race faces in research within a single culture and context. These studies 
indicate greater visual attention to the eyes of one's own group compared to other 
groups (Arizpe, Kravitz, Walsh et al. 2016, Fu, Hu, Wang et al. 2012, Goldinger et 
al. 2009, Kawakami, Williams, Sidhu et al. 2014). Studies also show that there are 
higher recognition rates (memory test) on own race faces (Arizpe et al. 2016, 
Vingilis-Jaremko, Kawakami and Friesen 2020). Notably, a study by Nakabayashi et 
al (2012) involving White British participants from a single university setting did 
not find any eye movement evidence which support own-race advantage in 
encoding faces. The authors speculate that these results might be due to the 
different experimental procedures (specifically referring to Blais et al. 2008, 
Goldinger et al. 2009).  

Fixations to the eyes may be independent of specific socialization and 
cultural practices since our attention to eyes are innate and eyes play a crucial role in 
impression formation (Adams Jr, Albohn and Kveraga 2017). However, paying 
visual attention to other parts of faces may depend on what is culturally and socially 
determined and categorized as visibly important in a context (Blair, Judd and 
Fallman 2004, Kawakami et al. 2018, Song 2020). For example, Kawakami et al’s 
study (2014) showing Black and White faces while simultaneously keeping the skin 
tone constant and hair cropped generated results showing that respondents showed 
more fixation to the nose and mouth of Black faces compared to White faces. This 
result indicates visual attention towards what is considered prototypic of the other 
race faces in the US context. Not only the amount of time fixated to specific parts of 
the own or other race faces but also different ways of exploring faces are 
documented. Wu et al (2012) found that White participants from Norway showed 
more ‘active scanning’ with larger number of shorter fixations and more frequent 
saccades for the own-race faces shown compared to Asian faces (the other race).  

THE PRESENT PAPER 

The goal of the present paper is to test whether Swedish people are racially color-
blind: We show participants faces with different phenotypes and skin color and ask 
them to categorize the faces into pre-defined racial categories, rate their skin color, 
and judge how ‘Swedish’ the faces look. Asking participants to report the degree of 



skin color and assign a racial category will shed a light not only on how Swedes 
categorize different faces but also on the flexibility of understanding racial 
categories as a social construct. Moreover, the question of how Swedish the different 
faces are perceived to be will indicate the cultural schemas of how Swedes connect 
the visual cue to Swedishness. If Swedes are truly racially color-blind, we predict 
that participants to a high degree will ‘see’ races (correctly assign race), but 
Swedishness of the faces will not be related to skin color or racial categories assigned 
to the faces. On the contrary, if Swedishness of the faces are related to the skin color 
or racial categories, it indicates how race does matter for Swedes and post-raciality 
becomes merely a practice of erasing racial categorization or naming by public 
institutions. Finally, we use eye-tracking to quantify whether there are differences in 
how Swedish people view faces with different racial backgrounds with respect to the 
eye-, nose-, and mouth regions. Our experiment include White and non-White 
Swedish students who grew up in Sweden, recruited from the same University. 
Therefore, our starting point is that they have experienced a similar amount of 
exposure to racial diversity in Sweden prior to the experiment, being socialized into 
the same cultural schemes and attention to visual cues which determine racial 
categorization.  

METHODS 

Participants and apparatus 

Forty people (29 female) with an average age of 25.5 years (SD = 7.6) participated in 
the study. To be eligible to participate, participants were required to have normal or 
corrected-to-normal vision (with glasses or contact lenses), no reading disabilities 
(self-reported), and enrolment in educational programs at a college/university level2. 
Twenty-two (21 with one no-show) students were pre-recruited, and 19 students 
were recruited on spot at the Malmö University Library. The students were 
compensated with a 100 SEK gift certificate for their participation. Three 
participants were excluded from the analysis since they were born outside of 
Sweden and immigrated to Sweden after the age of 13, leaving a total of 37 
participants all born and/or raised in Sweden, and have predominantly White 
Swedish background (see Appendix for the details of the participants). The study 
was approved by the Swedish ethical review board (Dnr: 2019-05597). 

Eye-tracking data were collected with the Tobii Nano (Firmware v. 2.41.0-
f2dc56e) at 60 Hz using the Titta toolbox (git commit v. d6d9715  Niehorster, 

 
2 These eligibility criteria were communicated in the information letter and selection was based on 

self-reporting.  



Andersson and Nyström 2020) and the Tobii SDK (v. 1.7.0). Stimuli were presented 
with PsychoPy 20.2.3 on a Samsung S22E450F 22 Inch (1920 x 1080 pixels, aspect 
ratio 16:9) monitor with a refresh rate of 60 Hz. Data were collected with two 
identical setups in windowless rooms. The participants viewed the stimuli from a 
distance of 65 cm. The average quality of the eye-tracker data across participants and 
eyes given by the validation in the Titta toolbox was, accuracy:  0.69 degrees (SD = 
0.24); S2D-RMS precision: 0.16 degrees (SD = 0.12); and data loss 3% (SD = 6%). 

Materials 

The face picture stimuli were taken from the Chicago Face Database (Ma, Correll 
and Wittenbrink 2015). The database was developed at the University of Chicago for 
the purpose of scientific research. The 597 face models’ age ranges from 17-65 years 
and represents both male and female faces of varying racial backgrounds. Extensive 
norming data are available for each individual model including physical attributes, 
subjective ratings of emotions and attractiveness by independent judges (Ma, 
Correll and Wittenbrink 2015). Two sets of 32 pictures (one set as stimuli and the 
other set for the memory test) representing each gender from four racial groups 
(self-identified as White, Black, Asian, or Latino) were selected for the purpose of 
the study through consulting the norming data. The ages of the models were 
narrowed down to 18-30 years, and from there the researchers selected those with a 
self-reported gender and race matching the subjectively rated gender and race. The 
subjectively rated emotion and attractiveness were also considered so that no picture 
stands out from another. 

Two sets of 32 face pictures were tested in a pilot study. The whole 
experiment was piloted, resulting in the reevaluation and reconsideration of the 
number of pictures shown and the formulation of the survey questions. After the 
pilot study, the number of pictures were narrowed down to two sets of 24 face 
pictures.  

Procedure 

The participants were welcomed and asked to read information about the 
experiment and sign a consent form. They were taken to the experimenter room and 
given a brief introduction to the experiment. Following the Titta toolbox 
(Niehorster et al. 2020) native eye-tracker calibration and validation procedures, 
participants were given the instruction: You will see a series of pictures of people. Please 
look at the images carefully as questions about them will follow. Each of the 24 face 
pictures were shown for 5 seconds one by one. After 5 seconds, the face was taken 
away from the screen and participants were asked to rate the skin color of the face 
according to the NIS skin-color scale (1-10). Therefore, the skin-color reporting is 



based on how light or dark the participants remember the face to be, and not the 
exact matching of the facial skin tone and the skin-color scale. After completing the 
question on NIS skin-color scale for all the 24 faces, the same faces were again 
shown one by one, and the participants were asked to answer two questions while 
looking at the faces: How Swedish does this person look? (1-10 scale) and identify 
the race of the face (White, Black, Asian, Latin American, Middle Eastern, Mixed).  

Measures and data analysis 

The following measures were used in the analyzes: NIS skin color as judged by 
participants (scale 1-10, where 1 is black and 10 is white); degree of Swedishness as 
judged by participants (scale 1-10, where 10 means 100% Swedish and 1 means 0% 
Swedish); Racial category of face image as judged by participants (options: Asian, 
Black, Latino, White, Middle Eastern, Mixed), self-reported racial category of 
models in face images (options: Asian, Black, Latino, White); total fixation time in 
ms on areas of interests (AOIs) consisting of the eyes, mouth and nose in the face 
image. The total fixation time is computed as the sum of all fixation durations 
within a certain AOI. A fixation was considered to belong to a certain AOI if it was 
spatially closer to the center of this AOI than the centers of all other AOIs and 13.2 
deg; otherwise it was coded as ‘whitespace’ (ws). The center of each AOI was 
decided manually by clicking the center point of each eye, nose, and mouth in each 
face image. Fixations were detected with the I2MC algorithm, using default settings 
(Hessels, Niehorster, Kemner et al. 2017). 

RESULTS 

Racial classification 

Participants’ assignment of face images into different racial categories was compared 
with self-reported racial categories by the models in the face images, considered the 
‘ground truth’ in this paper. Moreover, the norming data of the faces we used in the 
experiment all show that the faces are seen as prototypical to the racial groups (Ma 
et al. 2015). Participants were to a large extent able to correctly classify Asian and 
White faces (White: 95.8% correct, Asian: 94.4% correct). Black faces were associated 
with poorer classification accuracy (76.3%) followed by Latino faces, where only 
45.8% of the classifications were correct. The most common type of mis- 
classification was Latino faces being categorized as Middle Eastern faces (42.1%). 
Then followed Latino faces being classified as Mixed faces (14.7%), Black faces being 
categorized as Mixed faces (13.7%), and Black faces being categorized as Latino faces 
(11.1%). All remaining mis- classifications were less frequent than 7%. 



Degree of ‘Swedishness’ and skin color for different racial backgrounds 

Figure 1 (left) shows how ‘Swedish’ 37 participants rated the faces of different racial 
backgrounds (self-reported by the model) on a scale from 1 (0% Swedish) to 10 
(100% Swedish). There was a statistically significant difference between group 
means as determined by one-way ANOVA (F(3,37) = 642.4, p < 0.001). Tukey post-
hoc tests revealed that faces assigned the racial category White were rated as being 
more Swedish compared to the other categories. There was no statistically 
significant difference between the other three racial backgrounds (Asian, Black, and 
Latino, p > 0.05). Figure 1 (right) illustrates how the estimated NIS skin color differs 
across faces from different racial backgrounds. Again, there was a statistically 
significant difference between group means as determined by one-way ANOVA 
(F(3,37) = 457.1, p < 0.001). Post-hoc tests showed that skin color ratings were 
significantly different across all pairwise comparisons of racial background (all p < 
0.001).  

  

Figure 1. Degree of Swedishness (left) and NIS skin color ratings (right) for faces with different racial 
backgrounds (self-reported by models in face images). Error bars span 95% CI around the mean. 

 

  



Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between the NIS skin color ratings and of 
Swedishness. There was a significant negative Pearson correlation between NIS skin 
color and Swedishness (r = -0.28, p < 0.001), meaning that white skin color is 
associated with a higher degree of Swedishness, and vice versa. 

 

Figure 2. Swedishness vs. skin color scale when rating images of faces. Faces with bright skin color 
are associated with a high degree of Swedishness and vice versa. Error bars span 95% CI around 
the mean (indicated by a dot). The line represents a linear fit to the data, and the shaded area 
depicts a 95% CI for the fit. 

 

  



Racial bias in eye-movements 

Previous studies showed that people attend to eye regions much more than  other 
principal facial features such as the nose and mouth (Henderson, Williams and Falk 
2005, Kawakami et al. 2018). Our study confirms this finding. The total fixation 
time on different parts of the face is shown in Figure 3, separately for the different 
racial backgrounds of the faces (self-reported by the models). According to a one-
way ANOVA, there was no statistically significant difference in total fixation time 
between faces of different racial backgrounds, for any of the face regions (eyes: F(3, 
35) = 0.66, p = 0.58; mouth: F(3, 35) = 0.57, p = 0.63; nose: F(3, 35) = 1.94, p = 0.13).  

 

 

Figure 3. Average total fixation time on different parts of the face (Areas of interest or AOIs) for faces 
from different racial backgrounds. Error bars span 95% CI. ‘ws’ denotes ‘whitespace’, i.e., any area 
in the image that does not belong to the eyes, mouth, or nose (cf. the ‘Measures and data analysis’ 
section for more detail). 

DISCUSSION 

This is one of the first studies and a first step in empirically understanding how 
Swedes assign different faces into pre-assigned racial categories to examine whether 
race matters in Sweden or not. We explored the relationships between racial 
categories, skin color and the degree of Swedishness. We also examined if there a 
racial bias in Swedish participants' eye movements, more specifically the areas that 
the eyes fixate on. The results highlight the constructive nature of race, and how 
fixed or flexible racial categories are in Sweden. 

While the original Chicago Face Database has only four options of self-
identified race and the norming data are attached to these four racial groups, we 



introduced two additional racial categories, Middle Easterner and Mixed, creating 
more flexibility in racial ascription. While Asian and White faces were more 
consistently categorized correctly, we observed an overwhelming misclassification of 
Latino faces as Middle Eastern. We argue that the misclassification patterns we 
observe is evidence that race is only a social construct reflecting a cultural 
understanding of who falls into what group based on what is visible (Pickett et al. 
2019). The results highlight the different understanding of race in the US and 
Swedish contexts. One possible explanation of the misclassification of Latino faces 
to Middle Eastern faces is that people are more used to recognizing and seeing 
people with Middle Eastern background in Sweden compared to Latinos. Middle 
Easterners are the largest racial minority group in Sweden consisting of about 8% of 
the total population, while Latinos consist only of about 1% (SCB 2020). This also 
relates to how visual cues and phenotypes that are categorized and read as a certain 
racial group are dependent on the cultural schemas. Phenotypes that are perceived 
to be Latino in the US context might fall into the category of Middle Eastern in a 
Swedish context. Moreover, our results indicate that the category of Black can be 
flexible in Sweden, since models self-reported as black were occasionally assigned to 
the Mixed or Latino racial category. The self-identified race by the model of the 
faces and the norming data were acquired in the US with a long history of rigid 
racial identification both in forms of self-reporting and racial ascription. While 
classification of Black is quite stable in the US context due to the tradition of the 
“one drop-rule”, which considered any person with even one ancestor of black 
ancestry as black (Dixon and Telles 2017, Pickett et al. 2019), previous studies show 
that people have difficulties classifying Latino and mixed persons who fall outside of 
the binary Black and White categories (Davis 2010, Feliciano 2016).  

Reporting of the faces to be racially mixed should also be further explored in 
understanding the flexibility of the racial categories and understanding how faces 
can be perceived to be “racially ambiguous” both in the Swedish and US context. 
The Chicago Face Database which we used for the experiment now offers sets of 
multiracial faces (Ma, Kantner and Wittenbrink 2021), and Chen et al. (2021) have 
recently published the American Multiracial Faces Database (AMFD). These two 
databases use models who self-identify as multiracial, which enables research in 
understanding exactly how multiracial faces are perceived, contrary to our study 
looking at which faces are perceived as mixed. As the number of ethnically and 
racially mixed persons are increasing globally (Osanami Törngren, Irastorza and 
Rodríguez-García 2021), it has become increasingly important to understand how 
multiracials are perceived and classified by others as a way to understand their status 
in and their interactions with society (e.g. Albuja, Sanchez and Gaither 2018). In 
future research it can be interesting to replicate the study in the US context to 
understand whether the same kind of racial assignment mismatch can be observed 
for Latino and Black faces through introducing the racial categories Middle 



Easterner and Mixed. The racial categories Middle Easterner and Mixed are in fact 
highly relevant in the US context as shown by the current debates of whether to 
consider these groups as separate racial groups, and how to identify these groups in 
the US census (Strmic-Pawl, Jackson and Garner 2018). 

Our results indicate that visual cues and phenotypes that are categorized and 
read as a certain racial group are dependent on the cultural schemas, and not just 
simply by the shades of color. While faces self-reported as Black were judged to have 
a distinctly darker skin color compared to participants from other racial 
backgrounds, the differences in skin color between other groups, although 
statistically significant, are very small (cf. Figure 1, right). In particular, the 
difference between White and Asian faces is small in absolute terms (0.6 units on 
the NIS skin color scale). However, faces racially identified as White were rated as 
significantly more Swedish compared to faces with racial assignment as Asians and 
other racial categories (Figure 1, left). This means that even faces that are associated 
with lighter skin color, e.g., Asian faces, are not necessarily considered to be 
Swedish. In other words, lighter skin color is associated with a higher degree of 
Swedishness only when the faces are racially identified as White. These results can 
be understood as a reflection of the monolithic schema and dichotomized practice 
of categorizing people into Swedish and non-Swedish, White and non-White 
backgrounds according to different phenotypes (Osanami Törngren 2020). The clear 
correlation between the White racial category and Swedishness is notable in light of 
ideas of White or light-skin supremacy being associated with status and privilege 
that is prevailing across contexts (Dixon, Weeks and Smith 2019). Research in 
Sweden also shows the continuity of the idea of Swedishness and its implication in 
different societal outcomes. For example, a recent study in Sweden shows that non-
White Swedes are discriminated in the Swedish labor market (Gardell, Molina and 
Wolgast 2018, Wolgast and Wolgast 2021). Moreover, the White/non-White racial 
dichotomy in the degree of Swedishness that we see can be understood as the 
persistence and continuation of racial ideas of Sweden being a white country. This 
may date back to the time Sweden played a dominant role in the development of 
racial biology (Hübinette and Lundström 2020).  

The eye-tracking data did not show differences in fixation time across race, 
which is in line with some previous studies but not others which shows cross-race 
effects. The eyes attract visual attention, and are considered to be the “windows to 
the soul” (Itier, Villate and Ryan 2007, Rauthmann, Seubert, Sachse et al. 2012). In 
order to understand the cognitive process and the automatic activation of attitudes 
and cultural schemes further, we may need to for example combine eye-tracking 
with components of the Implicit Attitude Test together with explicit measurements 
(Gonzalez and Schnyer 2019, Hansen, Rakhshan, Ho et al. 2015, Kawakami et al. 
2014). In this study we did not have enough number of ethnic and racial minority 
respondents to understand how participants of different backgrounds attend to 



different parts of faces and whether there are any own and other race biases. In 
future research, purposeful sampling of participants in order to observe these points 
may be valuable.  

This study is one of the first in the Swedish context which asked Swedish 
respondents to assign racial categories to different faces together with the specific 
measurement of skin color and a question on perception of Swedishness. The results 
clearly show how the idea of Swedishness is attached to lighter skin color when the 
faces are racially identified as White. This means that skin color does matter but 
cannot solely explain whether individuals will be perceived as Swedish or not. 
Sweden, which strives to be racially colorblind is in fact highly race and color 
conscious. Our results shows many similarities with the patterns observed in the US 
context. However, we find differences in how phenotypes are read and categorized 
into racial groups (e.g., Latino as Middle Eastern), which affirms that race is not 
inherent to the individual and only a social construct and sheds light on how racial 
categories and classifications are contextual. Exploration of the process of racial 
categorization provides insight into the racial structure in Sweden. This article 
contributes to the growing scholarship of Critical Race and Whiteness Studies in 
Sweden. Moreover, the results we highlight have an added value to the existing 
discussion and knowledge in understanding of racial fluidity, which contributes 
theoretically to the understanding of race as a social construct.  
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APPENDIX: DETAILED INFORMATION ABOUT THE PARTICIPANTS (N=37) 

Age < 20 9 
21-25 15 
26-30 5 
31-35 6 
36 < 2 

Gender Male 8 
Female 28 
Prefer not to answer 1 

Educational program Natural Science 5 

Social Science 32 
Country of birth Sweden 34 

Afghanistan 1 
Kenya 1 
Kosovo 1 

Age of migration No migration 34 
13 ≤ 3 

Parental background Two Swedish-born parents 23 
One or two parents born outside of Sweden 14 

Self-reported race White 24 
Non-White 5 
Mixed (partly White) 5 
Mixed (non-White) 3 

Self-reported ethnicity (open 
question) 

Swedish 19 

White/Nordic 3 
White European Swedish citizen 1 
Scandinavian 1 
Non-Swedish (identification with one ethnic 
group) 

4 

Swedish with foreign background 1 
Swedish but want to come closer to parental 
country of origin 

1 

Foreigner and non-Swedish 1 
Hyphenated Swedish 3 

Mixed non-Swedish 2 
Parents are not Swedish so I am ethnic 1 
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