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English Summary 
 

This dissertation deals with how Swedish society is confronting the 

democratic challenge of finding ways to integrate individuals and groups with 

a diversity of cultural and religious beliefs and social practices. The idea that 

democracy must include all members of society is central in contemporary 

welfare states. In Sweden this idea is closely related to a concept of social 

justice and equality framed in terms of the ambition to guarantee every 

member of society equal access to the national public welfare services. 

But studies since the end of the 1990s show that people’s access to public 

services varies, regardless of the economic situation in society as a whole. 

This inequality coincides with a pattern of ethnic and social divides that tend 

to coalesce, threatening to make permanent the segregation and 

marginalization of newcomers (Socialstyrelsen 2010a, National Board of 

Social Service). 

Research on compulsory interventions in families under the Care of Young 

Persons (Special Provisions) Act shows that investigations of foreign-born 

children or children with foreign-born parents lead to compulsory care and 

24-hour care outside the home more often than investigations of Swedish-

born children with Swedish-born parents (Lundström & Sallnäs 2003: 207). 

The researchers point out that the concept of the immigrant “is broadly 

defined and includes people who differ a lot from one another” (Lundström 

& Sallnäs 2003:207). They further point out that culture, ethnicity, and 

discrimination might play a role in explaining these alarming statistics 

(ibid:210). The overall picture shows that highly contradictory expectations 

are placed on the content, working methods, and results of social work. In 

summary, the analyses of integration problems differ, and society (depending 

on the viewer’s ideological position) tends to blame the immigrants or 

individual social workers or specific offices for situations whose sources or 

mechanisms – according to the framework of this thesis – ought to be sought 

in the heart of society’s central representations.  

In this context the social services are understood as one of the societal 

institutions that institutionalize the cultural and moral conceptions of how 

life should be lived. Therefore, its function in the integration and democratic 

processes mirrors the ethos of society as a whole. 
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A Concept of Democracy 

One parameter of integration is the equal opportunity for every member of 

society to actively participate in society’s normative processes (Durkheim 

1893a/1984:338). In this context, integration means the respectful meeting 

of different groups who formulate a new society that includes the diversity of 

all. Assimilation is a concept which signifies a problematic collective 

relationship, in which vulnerable groups are forced to embrace the 

dominating culture’s norms and values (compare Habermas 1983 in 

Carleheden 1996:197f). Assimilation can, however, also be a voluntary 

process (compare Lorenz 1996:162ff; Habermas 1995:29f). 

The chief characteristics of a democratic state are that it represents every 

member of society and that it is transparent, communicative, and reflexive 

(Durkheim 1893a/1984; Habermas 1995). Furthermore, one of the most 

important signs of well-functioning societal integration and a well-

functioning democracy is for a society to characterized by continuous 

movement towards the (ideal) condition in which everyone feels like the 

prescribers of the very rights they are expected to respect as addressees 

(Habermas 1995:68). This is because norms and institutional arrangements 

can only be justified if everyone who can possibly be affected by their 

consequences can take part in the practical discourse through which they are 

adopted (ibid, 1984b; Benhabib 2004:31). This movement in the direction of 

this (ideal) condition is regarded as the core of the society’s capacity for 

integration.  

Hence, the conception of democracy that guides this study is that the 

greater the role that communication, deliberation, and reflection play in 

official activities, the more democratic the society (Durkheim 1893a/ 

1984:203ff; Habermas 1995:75ff; Benhabib 2004). Ultimately it is a question 

of the ability of policies and legislation to include and integrate the diverse 

desires and life projects of groups and individuals within a common society. 

In this context, democracy is not understood as a stable and static state of 

affairs, but rather as a frail, but vigorous, condition that only exists to the 

degree that people act democratically (compare Rosanvallon 2009). 

 
The Paradox of Democracy 

The problem analyzed in this study takes as its starting point the general 

possibilities of politics of equality and politics of diversity respectively – in 

the tension between multiculturalism and diversity. Similarity and difference 

represent two general approaches whereby the welfare state manages the 

diverse conditions and needs of the population. This pair of concepts is 

characteristic of contemporary democracies and expresses a tension that is 
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called the Paradox of Democracy in this thesis. In the case of Sweden, the 

paradox even permeates the constitution. 

The principle of similarity risks legitimizing a discriminatory approach 

that seems fair and universalistic, since all members of society are made to be 

recipients of care in accordance with the notion that all have similar needs. 

The risk that accompanies the difference-based policy, on the other hand, is 

that it can contain essentialist ideas, and keep people locked in rigid identity 

groups. The dilemma thus consists of two dangers of oppression: 1) with the 

politics of similarity, the State may exercise oppression in the form of forced 

assimilation through the culturally detached design of law and policy; 2) with 

the politics of diversity, minority groups may exert internal oppression of 

vulnerable elements within the group, such as women and children (Taylor 

1997; Moller Okin 2002).   

 
The Aim and Research Questions of the Study 

The empirical question motivating this study is how the social services, as a 

welfare bureaucracy, handle the democratic paradox. By studying how social 

workers conduct investigations relating to children and young people at a 

social welfare office serving half the population of a medium-sized Swedish 

city, a number of society’s human, social, and political dilemmas are identified 

and discussed. Children and young people are vulnerable and malleable. In 

relation to the various agents’ perceptions of what constitutes a good 

childhood, questions are set in motion regarding identity, equivalence, 

difference, culture, and morals; and these can both accord with and go against 

society’s official values and standards. The question can be broken down into 

the following issues: 1) How are society’s values and norms expressed in 

terms of legislation, Government recommendations, and academic research 

of relevance to the responsibilities of the social services? 2) How capable are 

the social services when it comes to recognizing people’s cultural and/or 

religious lifeworld in the identification and treatment of social problems? 3) 

What role do the social services play as a moral institution of society in the 

interactive process of integration? 4) How can one understand the possibility 

for democratic action in Swedish society, when viewing the social services as 

a central moral institution? 

 

Theoretical Points of Departure and Methods 

The first part of the thesis, General frame of interpretation, consists of five 

chapters. The first chapter outlines the problem and its social and political 

context as sketched above. Several of the study’s theoretical concepts are 

here introduced, such as democracy, diversity, multiculturalism, the politics 

of difference and similarity, and the paradox of democracy.  
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Chapter 2 notes some common features in current academic research on 

social work as a welfare bureaucracy, focusing on the concept of the social 

workers’ discretion or freedom of action. Two common perceptions of this 

are discussed in terms of two Swedish studies that specifically focus on the 

social services’ responsibility for “the failure of integration” (Kamali, 1999; 

Schierenbeck 2003). In my readings of these studies, it is seen that their 

research has been conducted from two different normative conceptions of 

how democracy and social justice can best be realized in the social services, 

conceptualizing two basic views of social work: 1) public policy should be 

allowed to permeate the management structure from top to bottom without 

interference, 2) people’s actual and practical needs should influence the 

management structure, in a bottom-up fashion. The chapter also discusses 

the risk of culturalizing immigrants’ and ethnic minorities’ problems and the 

problems of essentialism and laissez-faire strategies in public institutions.  

Chapter 3 examines theories on how social integration and solidarity are 

organized in different types of societies and how social action is structured in 

various contexts. Collective representations and morality, understood in 

terms of mechanical and organic ideal types (Durkheim 1893a/1984; 

1893b/1978), are the central theoretical concepts used. The ideal types, 

mechanical and organic solidarity, relate to what can be termed conformal or 

reflexive solidarity, respectively. These two ideal types are crucial to 

analyzing any society’s social order, norms, and values. In this context, the 

concept of culture is transformed into the concept of morals as a signifier of 

the normative side of cultural life. Hence, morals and culture are intimately 

intertwined. Moral rules possess a collectively binding power which 

legitimizes some kind of punishment of the person who violates them. The 

violation will in every society be responded to with some type of punishment. 

The type of punishment applied is a parameter of the character of the social 

solidarity within society. Durkheim (1893a/1984:28, 31) signifies these as 

repressive and restitutive justice, respectively. Repressive justice is 

associated to the conformal ideal type and restitutive justice to the reflexive 

type.  

Chapter 4 presents and discusses concepts such as deliberative 

democracy, lifeworld and system, intersubjectivity, communicative action, 

and discourse ethics (Habermas 1984a; 1984b; 1995; 2008). The concepts 

and rules of discourse ethics are a set of rules that enable communicative 

action. They have been shown to be a useful tool in analyzing the empirical 

material, and demand a more detailed presentation. Discourse ethics refers 

to basic rules that must be realized in a communicative situation 

independently of who the participants in the interaction situation are. It 

consists of three basic criteria that must be put into action: 1) Truth Claims: 
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the utterance must be true in the sense that what it refers to actually exists 

and can be observed from all the lifeworld perspectives that the involved 

actors may occupy; 2) Validity Claims: the utterance should really take into 

account the legitimate normative context to which it must live up; 3) Honest 

Claims: the intent that the speaker manifests must be meant as it is uttered, 

with a certain degree of sincerity (Habermas 1984b: 188f). The normative 

basis of this theory is that social integration in a democratic society should be 

characterized by communication. Consensus in the communicative situation 

is not achieved through a simple process; instead the individual speaker’s 

proposal may be affirmed, partly modified, dismissed, or questioned by the 

other participants (ibid: 121f). The structural differentiation of the lifeworld 

is dependent on a developed reflexive or rational capacity, because all 

communicative interaction aims to renew the culture through the process of 

interpretation which participants jointly create (Habermas 1984b: 146). The 

purpose is to enable the individuals to criticize the old tradition’s action 

orientation in the world, and to have the opportunity to actually renew 

traditions. Habermas’s moral subject is already decoupled from the family 

and the group in favor of a universalist, cosmopolitan ideal community. In this 

process, a system logic that is devoid of cultural references can be an obstacle 

to communicative action. Two further concepts pertain to this: the first and 

second obstacles to communicative action. These will be explained further 

below.  

Chapter 5, the methodological chapter of the thesis, seeks to explain the 

study’s choice of data collection methods, its analytical approach to the 

empirical material, and its ontological and epistemological assumptions. The 

methodological design consists of a case study of how social workers at one 

single social welfare office conduct investigations in relation to children and 

young people and their families. It is qualitative and applies a multi-method 

approach. Multiple forms of data are used: 1) case files (n190); 2) 

observations of the social welfare office’s internal consultations (n15); 3) 

interviews with all the social workers at the office (n24); 4) official texts such 

as laws and propositions, as well as recommendations and research.  

The societal context in which the social workers work, which contributes 

to their discretion or freedom of action, is full of wills and voices that have 

various impacts on the communicative context. Therefore, I have chosen to 

introduce and problematize what I conceive of as a number of strong 

utterances in politics and research in specific empirical areas that will be 

explained further below. The communicative context, which I establish 

through a selection of relevant and potentially strong utterances, does not of 

course mirror the total complexity of interaction in the communicative space 

addressed. Hence, the quality and relevance of these utterances can only be 
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justified in a discourse ethical manner. Do they contain an element of truth? 

Do they contain an element of validity? I can only argue for the legitimacy of 

my choice of texts by saying it was performed to the best of my ability, and I 

accordingly submit the texts to those actors who find them interesting 

enough to confirm, modify, or dismiss. 

 

Empirical focus and analysis 

The second part analyzes the empirical material. It consists of two sections. 

The first three chapters are grouped under the title The Institutional Frames 

of the Work. Here, some of social work’s basic and general working conditions 

are outlined, with the aim of providing an overview of the central and 

common features of all the case-processing, regardless of the clients’ cultural 

identity. The analysis will cover both how the norms and values of society are 

expressed in the law, in government recommendations, and in research of 

relevance to the social welfare domain, and what opportunities exist for the 

social services to recognize everyone’s cultural and/or religious lifeworld 

when expressing and resolving social problems.  

Chapter 6 discusses some key concepts, or representations, in the 

framework of the Social Services Act. It also discusses the Swedish Integration 

Bill (Reg. prop. 1997/98: 16). The implicit and explicit conceptions of culture 

that the two texts embody are held up against one another. The chapter 

concludes with the identification and analysis of the interviewed social 

workers’ views on cultural and religious diversity. 

Chapter 7 analyzes general opportunities and barriers to voluntary and 

consensual interaction between social workers and clients. The goal that 

interaction should be voluntary and consensual is formulated in accordance 

with statutory requirements. However, the possibility of achieving voluntary 

consensus turns out to be closely connected with the communicative quality 

of the interaction between social worker and client. This in turn proves to be 

determined by the social worker’s opportunities for communicative action. 

The obstacles, however, cover a diverse range of factors concerning the client, 

public management and official policy, and the social worker herself.  

Chapter 8 examines the options available to the social workers when, for 

various reasons, a decision concerning action cannot be taken with the 

voluntary and consensual participation of the client, and the Care of Young 

Persons (Special Provisions) Act is invoked to justify coercive intervention. 

The social workers’ scope of action (discretion) is analyzed in relation to the 

law, the neutrality of which turns out to be problematic (see below). The law 

explicitly distances itself from considerations of culture, pointing out that no 

“subjective social values” should guide the social workers’ investigations. But 

this clause is followed by an utterance that shows the legislators’ own cultural 
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bias. An interesting example of mental abuse identified in the commentary on 

the law which uses the wording “families holding strong patriarchal 

opinions” (ref.), and this utterance is important to the endeavor of 

understanding the processes studied in this thesis.  

The next three chapters are combined under the title The Groups of the 

Welfare State and the Other. They focus on three examples of what happens 

when gender, class, race, ethnicity, and religion are elements of the 

interaction situation where social worker and client meet. The examples 

consist of empirical categories/groups that occur in the empirical material. 

These are “families holding strong patriarchal values,” unaccompanied 

refugee children, and members of the Roma national minority. This empirical 

point of entry to the social workers’ freedom of action (discretion) has the 

disadvantage that it does not capture the intersectionality between the three 

examples.  

Chapter 9 aims to examine the practical complexity of the social worker’s 

discretion. This complexity emerges when reports about and generalized and 

stereotypical images of immigrant families put the social worker in the 

position of having to differentiate between actual social problems and biased 

reports. The category of “families holding strong patriarchal values” that 

appears in the legislative commentary on the Care of Young Persons (Special 

Provisions) Act, seems universal, i.e. could in principle cover the whole of the 

population, but in practical application it activates a negative conception of 

immigration. It is about deviant social and sexual practices, which in the 

public debate and government policy are attributed to families with roots in 

the Middle East. While working with these cases, the social worker must 

distinguish biased reports from substantial ones. In other words the social 

worker must handle the moral panic of society. In this process, she is 

dependent on the possibility for reflexive rationality in communicative action 

in the investigative and decision-making processes.  

In chapter 10 the social workers’ difficulties with investigating the specific 

client category of unaccompanied refugee children and their rights and needs 

are presented and problematized. Refugee children who arrive alone share 

the need of a place to stay. Apart from this need, they do not necessarily share 

other characteristics; their biographies and family situations vary. The 

category occurs in the case-files, the observations, and in the interviews. By 

virtue of the concept of similarity, the children are recognized as minors 

lacking a legal guardian and are thereby entitled to social welfare coverage 

and a foster-home. By virtue of the concept of difference, the social workers 

try to perceive the children’s deeply felt need for close relationships with 

people to whom they are related by family ties or who hold representations 

similar to their own. But the concept of difference also seems to add to the 
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risk that the social workers, in taking cultural considerations into account, 

unintentionally reproduce structures that are not a part of the domain of 

organic solidarity. 

Chapter 11 analyzes and problematizes the social services’ interaction 

with the Roma national minority. Ideas of diversity and multiculturalism clash 

with each other, and create several dilemmas for both social workers and 

clients. The Roma national minority is an identity group rather than a 

category, even if collective identities are always created in a field of tension 

between identification between the members of a group and social 

categorization, which is created by others (compare Cornell & Hartmann 

1998). The social services appear to have great difficulties when considering 

how to help resolve the social problems that come to their knowledge. In the 

interaction situation, culture is often a strong argument because, according 

to the social workers, the clients often explain their actions in cultural and 

ethnic terms. The social services identify the specific risk that children in 

some groups of Roma are exploited by being forced to support their families 

through theft. The social services experience great difficulties that again can 

be explained within the frame of the paradox of democracy.  

In addition to highlighting the study’s most important insights, the study’s 

twelfth and final chapter aims to draw up some guidelines for future research. 

 
Conclusions: The paradox of democracy in the empirical material  

The Social Services Act strives for neutrality. The categories of the law 

theoretically apply equally to everyone regardless of race, culture, religion, 

and ethnicity. Hence, the law avoids expressing rights in cultural or religious 

terms in order to avoid discriminating.  

The legal texts show the tension between diversity and equality, difference 

and similarity. These concepts are strong representations carrying 

cosmopolitan ideals, but that will give way to a mono-cultural and 

assimilatory practice within the social services. Diversity is a central 

representation that for the respondents turns out to be both positively and 

negatively charged. The reason is that diversity enriches the community 

aesthetically, while its moral dimension threatens and challenges other 

central representations in society. The analysis of the Social Services Act, the 

Integration Bill, and the interviews suggests that diversity, in terms of 

equality between groups in the population, has been displaced in favor of 

equality within the family in terms of gender. The explicit goal of the 

integration policy is to encourage everyone’s participation in a society run by 

means of dialogic relations between all groups in society. 

Together with the Social Services Act, the Integration Bill forms an 

institutional framework surrounding social work, although merely an 
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idealistic and potential one, since the existence of the Integration Bill is not 

known to the social workers. And as of yet no trace of its ideas can be found 

in the Social Services Act. The integration policy emphasizes the importance 

of recognizing people’s cultural identities, based on the assumption that these 

constitute a necessary foundation for coexistence on equal terms. But despite 

the law’s explicit statements about people’s right to choose their own 

identity, the Integration Bill’s concept of diversity constitutes a 

representation of an individualized and state-centered social community that 

strives for equality between the sexes and a sense of general solidarity. In a 

state with a multiplicity of lifeworlds, the requirement to conform to such 

standards leads to assimilation instead of integration, since the recognition 

of cultural identity in the Social Services Act is perceived as merely a 

prerequisite for providing integration and democracy while respecting 

individual integrity.  

The Social Services Act is supposed to be culturally neutral, but with the 

help of Durkheim’s and Habermas’s theories, I have shown that laws 

regulating social relations in the lifeworld (society) are morally generated. 

The cultural content of the Social Services Act is particularly apparent in its 

idea of neutrality and its reluctance to touch on culturally sensitive issues. 

Not only does it not touch on these issues, it explicitly distances itself from 

them, pointing out that “subjective social values” must not form the basis for 

intervention in families. When the law does not recognize the citizens’ actual 

identities it is at risk, despite its intentions, of being discriminatory.  

The Social Services Act is based on an abstract concept of citizenship. It has 

an explicit focus on categories of users and leaves out the cultural identities 

of groups. This renders it blind to people’s actual identities, meaning that the 

law rests on a system-borne categorization of the population. Because it is 

based on the legally defined categories of users and adopts a seemingly 

neutral position, it is usually deemed not able to discriminate. But the absence 

of a discussion of group identities is a potentially discriminatory component 

with coercive assimilatory effects. The law expresses society’s desire to 

maintain a democratic system whose elements ideally can be attributed to 

the ethics of authenticity and organic solidarity. It touches on the ideal of 

cosmopolitan consciousness while harboring its opposite, a denial of the right 

to remain a stranger in the community.  

The implicit contradiction between the concept of diversity and an 

individualistic concept of rights not only stands out in the Social Services Act 

and the Integration Bill, but also in other public documents and in the actual 

practice of the social services. The effects of the paradox of democracy are 

seen again and again, for example in the National Board of Health Report 

(2006) on the forcible removal of Roma children, in a Government report 
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(SOU 2010:55 The Rights of Roma – A Strategy for Roma in Sweden), and in the 

contradictory perception of culture that emerges in the Social Services Act’s 

commentary with its expression “families with strong patriarchal values.” In 

the actual practice of social work the paradox reveals itself when people of 

flesh and blood interact with the social services.  

The work of the Social Services shall primarily be performed on a 

voluntary basis and in agreement with the client, which expresses its role as 

a restitutive institution in the lifeworld. But it also has the ability to enact 

temporary coercive measures in the form of forcible removal until 

restitutive measures can again become effective and voluntary solutions 

achieved. The possibility of achieving voluntary solutions depends on the 

quality of the relationship between the social worker and the client. The 

primary function of the social worker’s discretion is to give her a degree of 

freedom in coordinating the interests of various agents with society’s 

collective moral representations in order to achieve consensus within the 

moral domains of the lifeworld. I have shown that the idea of voluntary 

consensus is based on the idea that the moral authority of institutions within 

the ideal type of organic solidarity can be established through information 

and knowledge that provide individuals with tools for personal reflexivity. 

The idea, in the theoretical language of this thesis, is that the potential for 

individual reflexivity is rooted in the individual’s own thoughts, emotions, 

and behavior and becomes an impulse from within the individual’s 

experience. Thus, the task of social workers is to cause people, without the 

use of coercion, to submit to the moral discipline process inherent in social 

life, which ideally occurs when the individual submits to the dominant 

morality through ethical reflection over who she is and who she wants to be. 

When such an individual self-positioning does not take place, social workers 

have no other option than to activate system mechanisms to possibly 

“enforce” the ethics discourse under the Care of Young Persons (Special 

Provisions) Act. The system’s ability to impose constraints is thus always 

potentially present in the interaction between social worker and client, which 

shows that restitutive and coercive practices go hand in hand in the social 

services. I understand the scope of discretion as being a discourse of ethical 

action that seems to be equivalent to the social workers’ conception of the 

ideal interaction situation. 

 
The ideal interaction situation 

It appears that social workers view their ideal mode of action as being 

horizontal and communicative, while they stress that in practice their 

freedom of action (discretion) is extremely limited. Social workers seek to 

establish communicative contact with the clients’ life-world, and attempt to 
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achieve an intersubjective interaction situation where intersubjective 

communication is possible. The prerequisite for such a communicative 

situation to arise is that the social worker is empathetic and open to getting 

to know the other’s life-world.  

The ideal interaction situation coincides with Habermas’s discourse ethics 

(see above). Social workers show several examples of how communicative 

action can mitigate the democracy paradox. The empirical data also show that 

there are several barriers to their being able to function as communicative 

actors in social integration processes. Social workers explained that the 

reason for the lack of communicative conduct can be found in a set of 

conditions that together constitute the interaction situation. These 

conditions have for clarity been divided into three different strata that can be 

attributed to 1) the client and the client environment, 2) administration and 

local politics, and 3) the social worker. 

 

The child’s best interests as an ethical safe haven  

When faced with the tension and confusion that is caused when democracy 

aims to integrate everybody, but only on individual terms, and discards group 

identities that subscribe to other norms, a safe haven arises for the social 

worker in the form of an idea of individual freedom and dignity: a 

strengthened child-oriented perspective, “for the best interests of the child” 

(Chapter 6). It looks as though the concept of the child’s best interests 

provides a way to escape the paradox in the sense that social workers acting 

under the constant tension of the paradox can take up the right of all children 

to individual freedom and emotional security and use it as a strong reason to 

effectively negate everyone’s general right to participate in the shaping of 

society, for instance those parents who have “strong patriarchal values.” This 

can be understood in light of the social services’ special task and the concrete 

work they perform at the individual level. By prioritizing the best interests of 

the child, the social worker finds a safe haven in her role as administrator at 

the individual level, and can ignore the intricate relationship between the 

children as individuals and their possible membership in minority groups 

who “want to survive” (cf. Taylor 1997). In some cases this leads to a situation 

where questions of cultural and religious group rights and, ultimately, of 

collective relations between the majority community and minority groups, 

can be kept out of the immediate face-to-face interaction. Group relations lose 

de facto significance when children are seen as the most vulnerable person of 

all involved. This is an apparent ethical retreat from the paradox of 

democracy. 

Hence, the idea of the child’s best interests represents a strategy for 

dealing with the paradox of democracy, in that it focuses on children and 
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young people’s identity processes. It does not dissolve the paradox, but casts 

it in a different light, one where the idea of the child’s best interests shapes 

the social worker’s freedom of action (discretion). 

The paradox of democracy thus gives society the power and authority to 

intervene in families on cultural grounds. By focusing on the perspective of 

the child and the child’s malleability in the ongoing socialization process, 

assimilation is imposed on family life by the central representations of 

society; and when the family is not amenable to these, coercive care can be 

employed. This means that the government in principle invites individuals, 

families, groups, and minorities to a conditional discussion about the design 

of community services and its laws. But the conversation is one-sided and the 

deliberation empty, since they are based on a merely apparent discourse 

ethics. 

The Social Services Act’s equality efforts threaten to legitimize an approach 

that seems fair and universalistic, since all members of society are 

constructed as equal recipients of service under the condition that all have 

similar needs. But this is only an illusory universalism and may have 

obviously discriminatory effects. If the social services, rather than complying 

with the difference-based policy logic, take into account the family’s 

particular conception of their interests, even when this belief is based on 

ethnic or religious group integrity, they risk on the other hand violating the 

child’s dignity as an individual. 

The dilemma contains two dangers of oppression: minority groups’ 

internal oppression of weaker layers within them, of which the children are 

one; and the state’s forcible assimilation of cultural groups by way of the 

social welfare services’ institutionalized methods of practice. These forces 

show up in the investigation and decision-making processes relating to the 

three categories/groups: "families with strong patriarchal values," 

unaccompanied refugee children, and the Roma national minority.  

It looks as if the democracy paradox cannot be undone, only mitigated (see 

Chapters 7, 9, 10, 11). In a here-and-now perspective, the paradox is an ever-

present dilemma of the social workers’ investigative and decision-making 

processes and, as we have seen, they do not receive the help they need from 

laws and regulations in dealing with this basic daily dilemma. This is not 

surprising since the democracy paradox emerges as a constitutive conceptual 

framework for issues of diversity, culture, and social relations in the Swedish 

societal context. Nevertheless, there is an element of empiricism that refers 

to the ability to mitigate the democracy paradox. This element is the social 

workers’ perception of their ideal scope of action. 

In looking more closely at the process of communicative action in this 

context, where an ideal condition of organic solidarity faces challenges from 
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both without and within, two obstacles to communicative action can be 

identified. The first obstacle to discourse ethics arises when one of the 

participants in the communicative situation is not rational (that is, reflexive), 

but instead takes collectively held moral foundations as an unquestioned 

basis for his or her actions. The second obstacle arises when society or the 

organization that is involved in communication under a universalist disguise 

hides and entrenches itself behind the “facade of categorical validity” 

(Habermas 1995:29) to avoid groups’ or individuals’ demands for 

recognition. 

 

The first obstacle to communicative action 

The first obstacle to communicative action arises in its concrete form when 

the social workers encounter clients who actively maintain the internal 

requirements of mechanical solidarity: primary loyalty to family and/or the 

ethnic group, and hierarchical, conformist, and traditional practices – a social 

order marked by age, sex, and consanguinity. This is associated with 

authoritarian family structures, threats and violence, and social exclusion and 

unequal living conditions for both adults and children due to their relatively 

limited ability to participate in society’s integration processes. Social workers 

point out that this has nothing to do with immigration as such. The difficulty 

is that social workers find it hard to interpret and decode the immigrated 

clients’ linguistic system and the clients may have difficulties decoding the 

linguistic system of the social services and society as such. When the 

interacting parties draw from the linguistic and cultural stores of diverse life-

worlds, where one side seeks to expose everything to constant critical 

reflection and verbal communication, while the other side sees these ideals 

and practices as a threat to traditions that should be maintained, 

communication in a discourse-ethical sense cannot take place. The 

participants’ lifeworlds are structured by moral codes that are perceived as 

mutually threatening and undermining the creation and maintenance of 

social order, and this is a fundamental component of the moral divide that it 

is a primary task of the social services to bridge. Social workers find that 

clients perceive mainstream society as threatening for these reasons. 

In empirical terms, this is about “families with strong patriarchal values” 

where the difficulties are aggravated in connection with the investigation of 

suspected violence and oppression, and when clients invoke moral 

arguments to defend violence and inequality within the family, taking age and 

sex as guiding principles, which, in turn, arouses strong feelings among the 

social workers. Arguments about God, traditional practices, or the minority 

group’s integrity cannot be included in any discourse ethics, and lie beyond 

the reach of the integrative potential of deliberative democracy. The first 
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obstacle to discourse ethics also arises though the social workers’ own 

shortcomings, which they describe in terms of the clients’ experiencing 

themselves as being treated in a prejudiced way as parties in the interaction. 

The social workers find themselves facing different requirements of different 

lifeworlds, and they point out that due to the lack of opportunities for 

reflection and acquiring new knowledge during working hours, they have 

little chance to work with the deconstruction of the (partially reciprocal) 

stereotypes that therefore characterize their work. The greater the moral gap 

between social worker and client, the more demanding the process that could 

potentially lead to the establishment of a situation of communicative action. 

Instead the outcome of the interaction often is a coercive intervention and the 

clients feeling they have been wronged by society. 

For clients it is a question of the clients’ and social services’ different moral 

representations and of the role, functions, and responsibilities of the social 

services. For administration and local politics it is a question of control 

mechanisms within the system’s action-oriented domains in which 

reproduction of the lifeworld is not possible. As far as the social worker is 

concerned, it is a question of a lack of knowledge about the client’s life world. 

These empirically expressed barriers have been analyzed and labeled using 

the theoretical concepts of mechanical and organic solidarity, systems, and 

lifeworld, as well as the first and second barriers to discourse ethics.  

When a communicative approach cannot be achieved in the social services 

after testing various solutions, the only remedy is system media (Habermas 

1984b) which in this case means the Care of Young Persons (Special 

Provisions) Act. If communicative action cannot be established or breaks 

down, and only strategic behavior within the system’s domains remains as a 

possible action orientation, then the question becomes whether avoiding 

repression is at all possible. 

 

The second obstacle to communicative action  

There are thus situations that can only be dealt with by means of the power 

of the system. But repressive power coming from above is difficult to 

reconcile with the self-image of modern institutions as democratic actors, 

since it is the modern state’s inescapable duty to acknowledge every person’s 

right to recognition for his or her specific life project. As a result, institutions 

to varying degrees tend to develop strategies to hide the unequal exercise of 

power, which leads to the activation of an illusory universalism and an 

erroneous understanding of equality in the institutions. Such interaction is 

characterized by institutionalized lack of inter-subjectivity and by repression 

through the presence of coercion. System-driven action is exempt from 

institutional strategies for inter-subjective action (cf. Habermas, 1995:29 f). 
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The second obstacle to communicative action is related to the repressive 

effects of the public institutions practicing (imagined) neutrality and 

(feigned) universalism in meetings with clients whose needs and wishes are 

explicitly culturally charged. The second obstacle to communicative action is 

found in various forms in the empirical material, partly in the Social Services 

Act's (imagined) neutrality regarding people’s identities, partly in the 

legislative creation of a vague concept of immigrants expressed in terms of 

“families with strong patriarchal values.”  

On a practical, empirical level, bureaucracy and local politics emerge as 

major obstacles to the realization of discourse ethics. I have described this in 

terms of how the public bureaucracy is largely controlled by system logic, and 

have noted how the system, to use Habermas’s famous phrase, is increasingly 

colonizing the lifeworld upon the renewal of which (in terms of integration) 

social workers are dependent in their interaction with clients (cf. Chapter 7). 

This is a serious matter inasmuch as the system’s dominance threatens to 

destroy the democratic potential of the communicative conduct.  

 

The process of clientification and its other side 

The dynamics of the process of clientification are best understood and 

explained by the study of the interplay between the first and second obstacles 

to discourse ethics. It is an axiom of research on the welfare state 

organizations that no organization can take into account all the 

considerations that a personal assessment would require (Lipsky 1980). As a 

result, the relationship between the organization and the individual is 

simplified through a process whereby the user is reduced to an abstract 

person, deprived of her specific characteristics, and is designed to be a client 

whose specific needs are converted to fit the organization’s standardized 

operations within the framework of the organization’s area of specialization.  

In my empirical material a problem emerges in association with this: when 

the individual has understood that her actual needs are not recognized by the 

social services, because they constitute an unprecedented phenomenon in 

Swedish society, she will have to reformulate the problem to fit into the 

bureaucracy’s area of specialization. In other words The process of 

clientification and its other side highlights those who are not recognized in the 

law and therefore cannot possibly feel like “authors of the law.” I want to 

emphasize that the social services and the wider community, rather than 

condemning such re-formulations of needs should take advantage of these 

experiences and use them as material for reflection on the actual role of the 

social services in a changing society. 
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Conformal and reflexive actors in the investigative and  

decision-making processes 

I have shown that communication, in the sense of discourse ethics, is 

necessary for the achievement of society’s goal that all work in the social 

services should be conducted on a voluntary basis and through consensus. I 

have also outlined two forces working against this kind of interaction. One 

consists of the representations of mechanical solidarity, which take the form 

of traditionalism, repressive justice, and conformity; the other is the system’s 

goal-oriented rationality of action, which alongside its capacity for 

management reveals itself in a direct and tangible way in the investigation 

and decision process. Viewed in this way, a surprising correspondence 

emerges between the effects of mechanical solidarity and of the system logic. 

The effect of mechanical solidarity on social relationships is increased 

conformity by maintaining traditions, while the system has the effect of 

increasing conformity through a one-dimensional concept of equality. Both 

the first and second obstacles to discourse ethics have arisen in response to 

hierarchical structures, and they both block the potential of communicative 

action to mitigate the paradox of democracy and strengthen society’s capacity 

for integration. 

New Public Management’s (NPM) system-driven action is devoid of 

institutional strategies for intersubjective action (cf. Habermas, 1995:29 f). 

This authoritarian form of public administration management is in effect 

eliminating the norm-building potential of the division of labor through the 

social workers’ communicative action and diminishing their ability to 

mitigate the democracy paradox. Even if such communication can naturally 

also be carried out in other fields, as is shown in the example of the Roma 

national minority (Chapter 11), it is important that society can guarantee 

vulnerable groups an entry into the normative processes in all fields where 

interaction between individual and state in some sense takes place. The 

necessity of this cannot be overemphasized. But the system does not 

contribute to this normative work, and in its present form it amounts to a 

blockage in the procedural processes of deliberative democracy because it is 

driven by a logic that is not able to contribute to social integration. 

It should be emphasized that social workers do not deny the necessity of a 

bureaucracy that contributes to their being able to conduct their work in a 

correct and legally sound manner. But they resist the unreflective 

reproduction of public policy discourse and demand the opportunity, as 

communicative experts, to investigate each situation thoroughly enough for 

the facts that decide the outcome of the interaction to be as reliable as 

possible. They demand, in fact, the right to follow their professional and 

personal ethical voice and moral beliefs as members of society. They also 
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demand the right to fulfill what they view as a special responsibility not to 

blindly follow the moral panic in society caused by what is perceived as 

traditionalism that dissolves moral norms of modernity or organic solidarity 

(see Chapter 9). 

Social workers are active in both the lifeworld and the system, but their 

primary identity is within the lifeworld domain, as is clearly illustrated by 

their view of the ideal field of action as being a communicative space. The 

social workers in my material emphasize that they aim to be a mediating and 

communicative power in the integration processes, but they suffer from their 

own limitations in this respect. The lifeworld is the reservoir of cultural 

representations that individuals have internalized, and by which they direct 

their behavior, and it is by virtue of the lifeworld’s knowledge pool and 

communicative interactions that the socialization of future generations can 

be secured. Considered in this manner, it is evident that social workers within 

the social welfare services possess “a key to a kind of citizenship” (Lipsky 

1980:4) in a fundamental sense. 

 
Anomie, deliberation, and democracy 

Anomie 
The state of inequality that has given rise to this study points to a condition 

of anomie in Swedish society. In my thesis I state that the Durkheimian 

concept of anomie is important for the understanding of integration because 

it makes it possible to discern signs of the inadequate integration that occurs 

when there is only sparse contact between the collective and the individual 

or between different social groups. When this is the case, the “moral gap” 

cannot be overcome because jointly held moral representations do not arise 

(cf. Chapter 3). Anomie can be a sign that old norms are undergoing 

transformation, and it is therefore essential for societal development. It 

points to imbalances in integration in society, imbalances that could be 

addressed and balanced through policy, and for this reason the concept of 

anomie is suitable for studying the processes of integration and social change. 

Anomie arises, in other words, when for some reason communication, 

deliberation, and reflection do not play a large enough role in public affairs 

(Durkheim 1893a/1984:173f, 295ff, 1957/ 1992:79; Habermas 1995:65ff; 

Benhabib 2004:37). How this will be attained in text and practice requires 

further research. The question that has driven this study is whether Swedish 

society accepts the democratic challenge of integrating newly arrived 

individuals and groups to such an extent that they are allowed to participate 

in the normative processes and are able to perceive themselves as authors of 

norms and laws. This could be seen as the heart of the state’s capacity for 

integration. 
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How can society develop the democratic potential for which it strives? 

Should the laws be formed to give minority groups greater power over social 

relations and civil law? Such a development is not possible without 

abandoning the modern project. And the modern project cannot be 

abandoned without society being thrown into a condition of regression (into 

former mechanical stages) and abandoning its cosmopolitan ideal of 

everyone’s solidarity with everyone (Durkheim 1893a/1984; Habermas 

1984b). 

I have outlined this problem and demonstrated that the social services 

harbor a profound paradox, but that this paradox cannot be resolved if the 

concept of social community is to be preserved at the same time. The 

potential for social change that is embedded in communicative action can 

evidently be conceptualized and we can talk about it, but the form and 

content of change is difficult, if not impossible, to conceptualize in light of 

language’s indissoluble unity with representations. 

The representations are carried by language, and provide us with an 

orientation in the social world (cf. Chapter 3). It is important to clearly 

understand the linguistically defined limitations of the social world when 

examining social issues so that the researcher does not fall into trains of 

thought that lead us to believe that the components of social life can be 

reshuffled, dealt out, and taken away like a deck of cards. The representations 

are indeed changing symbols of what we call reality, but it is impossible to 

speak of a world beyond the collective representations, just as you cannot 

speak of a social world beyond human experience. Representations create the 

order of things and are a society’s culture. The representations are not 

changed through wishful thinking or clever theories and models, but rather 

when we, recognizing the structures that frame our thinking, dedicate 

ourselves to a communicative action that, as an effect of discourse ethics, 

paves the way for the hitherto unthought-of, the unthinkable. 

Following Durkheim and Habermas, I have stated that there is no way to 

return to the traditionalist and mythological society the loss of whose 

concrete sociality and rationality thinkers as Ferdinand Tönnies (1888) 

mourned (Durkheim (1889: 115f; Habermas 1984b). Both Durkheim and 

Habermas also emphasize that such societies are not something to strive for, 

as they are closely associated with hierarchically organized power. Still, 

communities that once sought to achieve a self-image as modern democracies 

can undoubtedly change in the direction of the hierarchical structures and 

conformism that modernity abhors. The empirical data have shown that 

some concepts have changed; for example, the perception of the ideal task of 

the social welfare services has shifted from explicit repression to explicit 

restitution in the second half of the 1900s. But we also see that society’s 
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movement in a restitutive direction is fragile, questioned, and extremely 

difficult to implement. 

Durkheim writes (1912:479–487) that the change or disappearance of 

concepts is a sign that an entire society is changing in a particular direction 

to such an extent that the old concepts become meaningless. But despite the 

signs of the Social Services Act changing in a restitutive direction, we cannot 

say that society’s repressive representations have lost touch with its judicial 

thinking. Among other things, it is the professions, in this case, social work, 

that can and should act as a mediating link between the state and the 

individual, and help to move society towards increased organic solidarity. If 

the civil servants are neutral and non-reflective, blindly following orders 

from above, the individual members of society will be left on their own, i.e. 

unprotected against state repression, in the event that the state regresses. 

The neutral civil servant is therefore unsuitable for several reasons. 

According to Durkheim, the professions, in our case social work, contribute 

to the maintenance of a necessary distance between civil society and the state 

to ensure that the social order is continuously established through 

communication. However, if the differentiated communicative potential of 

the differentiated society is impeded, society may end up in a condition of 

conformity, and static and pathological states of repression and anomie. 

 

 

Contradictions and conformism in the public systems 

The democratic paradox is constitutive of all thinking concerning integration 

processes in society, and the state itself does not live up to the basic features 

of the modern and democratic state: transparency and reflexivity. If the state 

does not institutionalize reflexivity, communication, and deliberation in the 

bureaucratic procedures, it rejects the liberating potential of democracy and 

instead promotes bureaucracy as a repressive instrument for promoting the 

state’s already determined idea of the contents of the social community. If this 

is the case, the state itself creates the oppression it sets out to eliminate in the 

first place. It is possible to imagine that, as a consequence of the multi-faceted 

process that has been outlined, groups of immigrants join together and form 

other groups that are organized inwardly, away from the state.  

So the relationship between lifeworld and system, and its importance for 

the integration processes, needs to be studied further in a more concrete and 

direct manner, in the individual and concrete investigation and decision 

process. 

Social conditions in conjunction with group identities, generalization, and 

categorization have a real impact on people’s lives. They are real because we 

believe and behave in relation to them, whether we act in accordance with 
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them, criticize them, or reject them. Our categories and concepts are 

components of more or less legitimate frames of mind. They show the 

complexity of social life in general and social work in particular. The social 

worker’s deliberations and decisions involve both traditional and modern 

representations, suggesting that the Swedish social project is not as modern 

as its official self-image often suggests. 

It is possible that the anomic inequality can partly be explained by this. 

Have we not, in line with Durkheim, noted that democracy is inseparable from 

diversity and deliberation? In actual practice, the impenetrable paradoxes 

formed by the conjunction of the concepts of equality and difference are what 

create the conformative and hierarchical structures that law and politics are 

supposed to dissolve. When the demand for equality is turned inwards, 

towards the state itself, it has a liberating potential, since it requires the state 

to excel in its reflexive and communicative skills. But when it is turned 

outward, toward already vulnerable groups, it exhibits a repressive and 

disintegrating effect. When inequality in the welfare state, in terms of relative 

poverty that seems to be becoming permanent within population groups, is 

intertwined with cultural difference, the pre-modern structures which 

society is supposed to curb will thrive. Conformity and hierarchical 

relationships seem to have a tendency to be active and strong in all inwardly 

oriented groups. This is a hypothesis worth examining in different empirical 

contexts in forthcoming studies. 

 

Deliberation and Democracy 

The question is whether society is able to change in light of the social 

problems and the condition of anomie that have been examined. What 

comprises a social problem varies in time and space. Social problems are not 

fixed things, but are expressions of particular societies’ reactions to behavior 

that upsets them. 

Legislation shows that diversity, in the sense presented here, is not yet 

institutionalized in Swedish policy. The inability of legislators to address 

vulnerable citizens’ needs is manifested in the imagined neutrality of the law. 

This situation points to an inconsistency in policy making. When the state is 

not able to see the needs of citizens in a way that corresponds to their 

identities, it acts undemocratically, because it seeks an order that is not 

negotiated through communicative action. That the client should be changed 

through the work of the social welfare services is axiomatic, but from a 

democratic perspective, the corresponding question of whether the social 

welfare services are changed through the encounter with clients is not often 

addressed. 
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Diversity as the condition of democracy 

A democratic society is characterized by its reflexive and deliberative 

capacity, and by its seeking to curb conformism and all oppressive practices. 

Every community has the potential to move between freedom’s and 

oppression’s values and social practices at the same time. Therefore, it is fair 

to say that democracy can never be a condition that defines who we are, but 

only a benchmark for action. A democratic order only exists while it is being 

created and recreated through social action and its core values are being 

conquered anew.  

Social workers deal with society’s moral panic regarding “others’” 

traditions that are perceived as difficult to comprehend. Therefore, their 

investigative work is of great importance in a society that aspires to treat all 

citizens as equals. But the framework for such investigations is narrow and 

tightly controlled. A qualitative change in the scope of social workers’ ability 

to work in the service of communicative action within the complex areas 

discussed in this study could be a step towards broadening and deepening 

democratic practices. When the public institutions take their clients’ diverse 

wishes and needs seriously, regardless of whether these fit into the already 

completed structure of the public operations, and treat them as indicators of 

the actual needs of members of society, the public institutions receive a stable 

foundation for reciprocal and communicatively anchored integration work. 
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