
Summary 

This dissertation takes as its starting point a specific moment in time: 22 July 2011, when a self-

proclaimed Christian crusader killed 77 people and injured hundreds more in Norway. In the 

days and weeks that followed, Norwegians gathered around a message of unity regardless of 

their religion, ethnicity, or political affiliations. Popular gatherings, media portrayals, and 

political leaders emphasised unity in diversity in response to the perpetrator’s deadly actions. 

The terrorist targeted the government, and the Labour Party in particular, which he blamed for 

allowing increased immigration to, and ‘multiculturalism’ in, Norway over the past decades. 

He deemed his actions necessary to protect Norway and ‘Western civilization’ against Islam, 

immigration, and what he referred to as ‘Marxist multiculturalists’. And yet, as my comparative 

analysis of the news coverage of terrorist attacks in France exemplifies, the immediate 

responses to the 22 July perpetrator’s actions resemble those seen elsewhere in Europe after 

terrorist attacks carried out by self-proclaimed protectors of Islam. 

Taking the post-terror conjunction as an arena where unity and conflict meet, I draw on 

media and interview data to examine the following overarching research question: How do 

expressions of unity after terrorism interact with understandings of consensus and contestation 

in public debates about diversity?  

To answer this question, I include several actors’ perspectives and incorporate the 

passage of time into the analysis, answering two sub-questions: a) In mediatized responses to 

terrorism, how do actors in different positions express unity in diversity and to what extent do 

they express disagreements, immediately and over time? b) In hindsight, how do ‘elites’ and 

‘the public’ relate the initial expressions of unity to conditions for consensus and contestation 

in diversity debates? Articles 1 and 2 primarily address sub-question a), while Articles 3 and 4 

primarily address sub-question b). 

In Article 1, published in Migration Studies, I comparatively analyse the first week of 

TV news coverage of the July 2011 attacks in Norway and the November 2015 attacks in 

France. Examining mediatized expressions of unity in the immediate responses to terrorism in 

France and in Norway, I analyse how leaders, journalists, and members of the general public 

express unity with reference to ‘our values’. Such expressions constitute what I term value-talk, 

which, I argue, reveals existing understandings of who is included and excluded in expressions 

of unity. Through the flexibility of value-talk, actors can relate expressions of unity to 

consensus, contestation, or conflict in varying ways. 



In Article 2, published in Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, I analyse op-eds 

about 22 July published in three Norwegian newspapers between July 2011 and July 2014. 

Investigating value-talk beyond the immediate aftermath, I find that articulations of a united 

and enlarged ‘we’ that transcended ethnic, religious, and political differences continued to be 

the predominant story about 22 July. However, a few op-ed authors did use value-talk to 

articulate a value-based divide between ‘us’ (Norwegians) and ‘them’ (immigrants); and 

between ‘us’, those who acknowledge immigration as problematic, and ‘them’, those who fail 

to defend ‘our Norwegian values’ in their multicultural endeavour. I argue that this variability 

in the designated ‘we’, ‘us’, and ‘them’ through value-talk challenges the dominant 

conceptualisation of values as core traits of bounded political or cultural groups.  

In Article 3, published in Ethnicities, co-author Marta Bivand Erdal and I analyse 21 

semi-structured interviews with ‘elites’ who had actively engaged with public debates about 22 

July. In these interviews, conducted 3–4 years after the attacks, there was agreement that the 

initial orientation toward consensus was needed at the time. However, the interviewees found 

that the story of a united ‘we’ ultimately came at the cost of contestation. And that 

disagreements about the causes of 22 July, which were underplayed in the immediate aftermath, 

continued to limit the space for contestation. Because of such limited space, some interviewees 

had withdrawn from debating diversity publicly. These findings suggest that the space for 

interaction between consensus and contestation in public debates is limited, even for so-called 

elites.  

In Article 4, which has been accepted for publication in Journal of Sociology, I analyse 

40 semi-structured interviews with members of the general public in Norway. In these 

interviews, conducted four years after the attacks, there was a range of understandings about 

the causes and consequences of 22 July. Despite this range, the interviewees largely agreed that 

the perpetrator’s whiteness and Norwegian upbringing and the intensity of the initial unity had 

combined to depoliticize his actions. Many interviewees saw 22 July debates as an extension 

of broader diversity debates where they felt there is too little space for nuance and contestation. 

Given such modes of debate, where the space for nuance and contestation is limited, most 

interviewees deliberately refrained from debating diversity publicly. These findings 

demonstrate that perceptions of modes of debate have implications for how, where, and to what 

extent people engage or disengage from diversity debates. 

Taking post-22 July as the main setting of analysis, this dissertation contributes with 

empirical perspectives on immediate responses to terrorism and how understandings of these 

responses may evolve over time, and across several actors’ perspectives. In doing so, I shed 



light on how questions about membership in various constellations of ‘we’, and with several 

possible distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them’, interact with the space for consensus and 

contestation in a liberal democracy, characterized by migration-related diversity and marked by 

acts of terror. In its essence, this complex interaction is about how ‘we’ talk about who ‘we’ are 

and about each other, and the implications of such talk.  

Placed at a post-terror conjunction where unity and conflict meet, findings from this 

dissertation show that consensus is a focal point in the immediate aftermath of terrorism, but 

that this is not a preconditional consensus. Sufficient space for contestation can strengthen 

consensus, whereas a lack of space for contestation can reinforce conflict.  

With such findings, I suggest that post-terror expressions of unity highlight the 

interaction between consensus and contestation, and between unity and diversity, that liberal 

democracies depend on. This interaction requires citizens–regardless of their ethnicity, religion, 

political affiliation, or other characteristics–to engage in public debate over shared conceptions 

of unity. Hence, unity in diversity is closely linked to not only categories of identification, but 

also to modes of public debate.  

 


