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The dissertation analyzes the three Scandinavian majority churches’ response to immigration 

policy, with special emphasis on the period 2000-2021. This period coincides with what is 

often referred to as the return of religion in public, and the increased visibility of religion does 

not necessarily lead to positive perceptions of religion. 

In secular Scandinavia a surprisingly strong support for the positive role of religion in society 

is expressed, with 40 percent of the inhabitants of both Norway and Sweden wanting 

strengthened Christian values, and 58 percent of the inhabitants of Denmark says that they 

support the Christian cultural heritage. Many of these have a passive relationship with the 

(majority) churches. Some of those expressing support for Christian values or heritage might 

even have an antagonistic relationship, as they perceive the majority churches as being left-

wing or not adequately concerned with Christians in Muslim countries, or the long-term effect 

on our societies by being open to immigration. 

While I provide relevant information from recent surveys to better contextualize the analysis, 

the dissertation consist of three articles using document analysis and two articles with data 

from own surveys and focus group interviews, as well as a long overall text. The documents-

based articles analyze each of the three countries focusing on the Norwegian Progress Party, 

the Sweden Democrats and the Danish immigration and integration discourse under its right-

wing government 2001-2011. The two articles using own surveys and focus group interviews 

have Norwgian data: church and organization leaders (n=27) and congregation youth (n=45).  

The longer text is divided into seven sections. After the introduction, I present in section 2 

relevant surveys and four types of cleavages related to majority churches, immigration and 

integration, as well as a short presentation of the majority churches. Section 3 includes 

relevant theories on integration, churches and religion in the public sphere are introduced. 

Section 4 explains the methods used, distinguishing between the two most recent articles, 

which are based on focus group interviews and questionnaires, and the three articles which are 

based on document analysis, and I also explain research ethics considerations. Section 5 

provides an up-to-date overview of immigration, integration and civic integration policies in 

the three states, and shows the ecclesiastical response to some of the policy changes. In 

section 6, I present the articles, provide additional explanations and discussions, and provide 

an update for the three oldest articles. Section 7 highlights contradictions between a 

nationalist and a humanist protection discourse and finds that the churches to a rather limited 

extent apply a distinct Christian ethics discourse when communicating on the public. 

Moreover it is shown how the majority churches balance faith, solidarity and identity. I find 

that both the theories and the models are relevant for explaining the empirical data. 

The findings in the dissertation can be summarized in six points: 

1 The dissertation shows that in Norway and Sweden, where the majority churches have been 

vocal in their criticism of immigration policy, those active in the churches are also more pro-

immigration. This is opposite of Denmark – and the overall pattern for Western Europe. The 

Danish ‘Folk Church’ does not have bodies such as synods or church councils, but it has an 

Inter-church Council and a Bishops’ Conference. However, there are several relevant 



networks in Denmark. Unlike a similar network in Norway, under the Christian Council of 

Norway, these have no mandate to seek to influence the state asylum and refugee policy. 

2 The majority churches have a wide and diverse membership (ranging from 56 per cent of 

the population in Sweden to 74 per cent in Denmark). Taking into account this broad 

membership base it is noteworthy that particularly the Norwegian and Swedish majority 

churches advocate a pro-immigration asylum and refugee policy and against voting for certain 

parties. Warnings from politicians that ‘the church’ must avoid interfering in politics has not 

seem to lead to a silencing of the churches, and might even make them more vocal. 

3 Examples of how the majority churches seek to influence policies are given and analyzed. 

The distinct influence of the majority churches on which asylum and refugee policies that are 

adopted – and not adopted – is difficult to measure, as the majority churches tend to to engage 

politically in broader alliances with other civil society organizations.  

4 The Folk Church in Denmark takes a different role, but has been critical of the interference 

of the Minister for Church Affairs in its own processes of better accomodating the ‘New 

Danes’. How these efforts are described are interesting. According to the Folk Church, if such 

an integration, operationalized as church membership, does not succeed, it will make it 

difficult to maintain a self-understanding as a folk church. Certain communication from 

Church of Sweden also tends to connect church membership and belonging to the nation, but 

this does not characterize Church of Norway. The latter has problems, however, in recruiting 

many with non-Western backgrounds. 

5 Disagreements on immigration and integration are handled differently. Even if the Sweden 

Democrats (SD) are represented in the Synod, Church of Sweden has an implicit non-

acceptance of priests or deacons who also hold positions in SD. In Church of Norway, 

disagreements are handled so that a distinction is made between what a priest says as a priest 

and what the same priest can stand for outside the role of priest. In Denmark, complaints are 

handled by the Ministry of Church Affairs, which turned down a complaint agains a pro-

immigration bishop. 

6 Balancing between an inclusive nationalism, a faith basis and explicit solidarity with those – 

many being Muslims – who are kept out and kept down by current policies is challenging. 

Although the majority churches distance themselves from various forms of nativism, which is 

understood as nationalism with xenophobia, they can do more in promoting a more inclusive 

value discourse. Faced with a situations where religion is understood as divisive, the majority 

churches are those who are best positioned in inviting all faith communities to collaborate in 

further developing and strengthening national and democratic values. 


