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Abstract: Secularization and diversity are two social features that characterize the contemporary
world. The rhetoric of the public debate in a number of countries has become increasingly polarized
and characterized by a “we” and “them” thinking that relates a national “we” to a specific religion.
This occurs in part as a reaction to the changes in national monocultural paradigms as most
communities today are characterized by pluralism regarding lifestyles, religion, language and
geographical background. Thus, secularization processes are ongoing while many countries, not least
Sweden, are becoming increasingly pluralistic and multi-religious. The school and classrooms are a
mirror of the communities they are a part of. The aim of the article is to explore how secularization and
increasing pluralism finds expression and interact in the classroom practice of Religious Education.
The analysis is based on ethnographic data from classroom observations of Religious Education in four
different Swedish upper secondary schools. The results indicate that secularism and non-religious
positions are considered a neutral and objective position and that secularism is used as a way to
maneuver diversity in the classroom which affects the possibilities of dialogue and understanding.

Keywords: religious education; secularization; pluralism; non-confessional; classroom observation;
ethnography

1. Introduction

Today, public debates about religion, nation, belonging and multiculturalism are characterized by
highly polarized tones. In recent years, right-wing and nationalist parties have, in many countries,
grown in influence and the rhetoric in the public debate is in many ways characterized by a “we”
and “them” thinking that relates a national “we” to a specific religion. This situation occurs given
mono-cultural paradigm change and pluralism in opinions, lifestyles, worldviews and linguistic,
geographic and cultural backgrounds that persists in most countries. Factors that used to function
as unifying on a national level and advocating shared narratives—such as religion, view of national
history, educational practices and cultural institutions—have today been replaced by a variety of
belongings and narratives. Commercial actors and social media have substituted national radio and
television that use to be institutions spreading shared accounts. Narratives now dominating many
western countries have an individualistic approach and often relate to individuals’ physical health
and wellbeing. This situation applies to many countries, also Sweden. Sweden can be described as
one of the most secularized countries in the world [1–3]. The public conversation in Sweden is often
characterized by a strong religion-critical discourse and there is simultaneously an increase in ethnic,
religious and cultural diversity there. As a result, Sweden is a country that can be described as both
secular and multi-religious [4].

Schools are part of society and what happens in society also affects classrooms. Therefore,
both secularization and increased diversity characterize Swedish classroom practices. Nilsson [5]
used the term “un-generalizable classroom” to draw attention to the multitude of experiences and
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backgrounds that today are taken as facts in Swedish schools. Teaching guidelines also state that
“Teachers should: take as the starting point for each individual student’s needs, circumstances,
experiences and thinking” [6]. This statement means that teachers need to relate to students’
perceptions and experiences in the classroom both to do justice to person’s uniqueness but also to
adjust the teaching to learning capabilities/inabilities of the learner. In Sweden, Religious Education is
a compulsory subject both in elementary school and in upper secondary school. On average, the pupils
have 45 min of Religious Education a week in elementary school and 60 min during one year at
upper secondary school. The subject is non-confessional and non-denominational and all students are
taught together in the same classroom regardless of their religious affiliation or lack thereof. Religious
Education (henceforward RE) addresses world religions, major non-religious worldviews and ethics.
The overall aim of the subject is shown by this quotation:

Teaching in the subject of religion should aim at helping students broaden, deepen and develop
knowledge of religions, outlooks on life and ethical standpoints and where applicable different
interpretations of these. [ . . . ] Teaching should take as its starting point a view of society characterized
by openness regarding lifestyle, outlooks on life, differences between people and also give students
the opportunity to develop a preparedness for understanding and living in a society characterized by
diversity [7].

A challenge in this context is that there can be students with widely different experiences of
religion and religious practices in the same classroom. Some identify with various religious traditions
and others completely lack the kind of experiences and language for what it possibly could mean to be
part of a religious tradition. Some classrooms are characterized by a wide variety of religious as well
as non-religious worldviews. However, because Swedish society is highly segregated there are also
classrooms characterized by a lack of diversity. Regardless of the experiences, opinions and beliefs of
the students in a specific classroom, the teaching needs to prepare them to live in a society characterized
by diversity. In classroom observations, it appears that a secularist, highly critical discourse dominates
articulations about religion and religions in RE [8]. Studies have also shown that students with
religious positions often find that RE contributes to the “othering” of religious believers [9,10]. At the
same time, there are other Swedish classrooms in which “everyone” is a believer and see themselves
as belonging to various religious traditions. In those contexts, a significant proportion of the students
have a migration background and in the classroom practice, the conversation simultaneously relates to
a secular majority community [11].

This article aims to analyze how secularization and different aspects of pluralism are articulated
and interrelated in the classroom practice of RE.

1.1. Religious Education in Sweden

A challenge when speaking about the subject of RE in international contexts is that it refers to a
school subject with a wide variety of goals and objectives. Different countries have found different
ways of dealing with socially religious diversity in schools [12]. The empirical examples in this article
are taken from a Swedish context. Therefore, a brief description of the subject’s background and
design in Sweden are provided. The Swedish subject of RE has its roots in confessional Christian
RE. Since the 16th century, Sweden had a Lutheran state church. In school, students were taught
the “pure evangelical Lutheran doctrine”. In the 1800s, major social transformations occurred due
to industrialization, urbanization and increasing religious diversity. In 1858, it became permissible
to leave the Swedish church and several new free churches arose. Society in this sense became
more diverse. The emerging labor movement and the free-church movement were both, for various
reasons, critical to the fact that teaching about religion offered at publicly funded schools was strongly
linked to baptismal teaching and confirmation in the Church of Sweden. The labor movement and
the free-churches threatened to start their own schools and in 1919 the Swedish parliament chose
to prioritize school as a unifying factor and reduce RE’s emphasis on preparation for catechism.
The subject of RE was revised to a more general Christian orientation with a strong emphasis on
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ethics and personality development. In the 40’s and 50’s, an intense debate was held about beliefs and
knowledge. In the 1960s, an “objectivity requirement” was introduced in RE.

Christian Religious Education must be conducted in a way that does not violate the individual’s
right to freedom of thought and belief. Therefore, instruction should be objective in the sense that it
renders factual knowledge about the meaning and content of different creeds, without authoritatively
seeking to influence pupils to include some opinion [13].

It stated that the subject would not try to influence students to adopt one or another life view.
During this period, the subject changed its name to Knowledge about Religions [religionskunskap] [14].
The development of RE in Sweden can be described as initially teaching and learning in religion to
teaching and learning from religion to now mainly be teaching and learning about religion [15].
Willaime [16] argued that the development of Swedish RE could be viewed as an example of
secularization. He noted that the construction and development of the subject also might have
contributed to the secularization of society.

1.2. Secularization

Sweden is often referred to as “the world’s most secularized country”, and this description is
one that Swedes themselves often appreciate [1,2,17]. This narrative includes stories of the nation’s
development from being a Lutheran country with one king and one people united in one faith
to a democratic society, free from religious oppression and characterized by strong individualism.
This statement gives, of course, a simplified and partially incorrect picture but it works as a narrative
about modern secularized Sweden that everybody has to relate to.

The concept of secularization attempts to describe a process in which religion is becoming less
important for cultures, societies, institutions and individuals. One way of defining secularization is
to view it as a differentiation process. Dobbelaire [18] divided secularization into three levels: social,
organizational/institutional and individual. Secularization at the social level means that areas previously
controlled by the church are instead controlled by a secular state. The organizational/institutional
level concerns areas such as education, healthcare and social services and these became the state’s
responsibility. In other words, the emergence of the welfare state where the state stands as a
guarantor for citizens’ security is viewed as a contributing factor to secularization. This could be
seen as an explanation why secularization is so apparent in Scandinavia in general and Sweden
in particular—these countries have a strong secular state and a well-developed welfare system.
At the individual level religion becomes less important for meaning-making and life-orientation.
Cassanova [19] takes the same line and describes secularization as a process where secular institutions
increasingly take over previously religiously dominated areas and norms, a reduction of religious
beliefs and religiously motivated actions and a shift of religion from the public sphere to the private.
Secularization decreases the influence of religious thinking, religious practices and religious institutions
in society at large. Religion and politics are separated and scientific knowledge takes over as the valid
knowledge [20]. Others, such as Taylor [21] emphasize the importance of pluralism for secularization.
Pluralism in this context refers to differences in backgrounds, experiences and opinions in various
contexts. The concept is sometimes used normatively and therefore associated with positive values
attributed to religious diversity [22,23]. Thalén [24] maintained that plurality based on enlightenment
ideas could enhance the dichotomization of religious-non-religious as identity markers where the inner
variation is rendered invisible. These kinds of absolute differences are problematic in classrooms in
the contemporary pluralistic world. In this article, pluralism is used descriptively to refer to different
experiences, views and worldviews, religious as well as non-religious, coexisting within society and
the classrooms.

Berger [25] coined the expression “the sacred canopy”. This phrase refers to the meaning system
that protects individuals regarding providing context and meaning; it is especially activated in life
crises when the questions about the meaning and purpose of life are put to the forefront. How is
this kind of opinion system preserved? Berger [25] and Taylor [21] emphasized that modern society
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is characterized by competing meaning systems. If different actors claim to be true, some must be
wrong. Or is everybody wrong? One idea that might occur in this situation is that there might be no
ultimate truth. This process is dialectical; pluralism undermines the reasonableness of the monopolistic
religious movement’s claim to possess the only truth because more than one way of thinking suddenly
exists. Taylor stated: “The shift to secularity in this sense consists, among other things, of a move
from a society where belief in God is unchallenged and indeed unproblematic, to one in which it
is understood to be one option among others and frequently not the easiest to embrace” [21] (p. 3).
These options then compete with the old institutions and further reduce their credibility. Secularization
becomes a consequence of the plurality of possible worldviews. Because people in modern society have
access to so much information and the ability to travel and meet people with different backgrounds,
pluralism is an inevitable consequence. It becomes a key concept for understanding secularization
and also what is perceived as religion. Another aspect of pluralism related to secularization is how
new generations relate to traditions, practices and narratives used by previous generations to create
meaning. A consequence of modernity is that traditions (religious and other) are not perceived as
authoritative either in terms of patterns of action or beliefs or as a source of knowledge for their
own existence. Hervieu-Léger [26] described traditions as a reference to a “chain of belief” and that
a tradition consists of identification with these shared narratives, interpretations and practices that
have both an individual a collective and a historical dimension. She believes that fragmentation,
individualization and subjectivation mean that individuals and groups, to a much lesser extent, have
access to a common language for this kind of phenomenon. Ultimately, the individual is deprived of
access to the collective memories related to religion and tradition that previous generations were part
of and also maintained. In this context, religion is defined as a “chain of memory”, and secularization
means that this chain is fragmented [26].

1.3. Research on Secularization, Pluralism and Youth

Research that focuses on how young people in Sweden relate to religiosity and secularization is
consistent with the picture of Sweden as a secular country noted above. In quantitative studies, Western
youth generally does not participate in religious practices to a large extent [27–29]. Although there are
major variations within the group of young people both within and between different national contexts,
it is clear that for a significant proportion of young people religion is neither particularly cool nor
important [30,31]. What matters to many young people is instead family, friends and close relationships.
However, the reality is always complex and many times contradictory, especially when it comes to
religion. Knauth, Jozsa, Bertram-Troost and Ipgrave [32] found that while religion appeared to be less
socially important, participation of young people in certain groups such as Pentecostal movements in
England and other parts of the world was increasing. It also appears that religion is becoming more
and more privatized; one can embrace perceptions usually attributed to a religious worldview without
being part of traditionally organized communities. “Believing without belonging” [33] still seems to be
characteristic of younger generations. However, many people say that they want to learn more about
religion [34]. In Sweden, both quantitative and qualitative studies have put forth a view of religion
and religiosity strongly characterized by individualism and privatization [35–39].

Parallel with the fact that religion as a phenomenon and cohesive factor changes and decreases
in significance, pluralism in society increases regarding religious and other traditions, worldviews
and lifestyles. In international research reviews, much of the RE research, both in confessional
and non-confessional RE, focuses on various aspects of a pluralistic society [8,40,41]. There have
also been a large number of studies highlighting different degrees of “othering of the religious” in
school contexts [9,14,42–47]. Social processes such as globalization, increased migration and mobility,
also means that the idea of nation and nationality is challenged and renegotiated. Sometimes notions
of religion are a component of the national identity in terms of myths, metaphors and symbols.
The relationship between nation, nationalism and religion is complex and can be seen in the light of
the public debate on notions of nationality, homogeneity and monoculturalism [48]. Research draws
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attention to the complex relationships between minority and majority groups, how these relationships
are negotiated by young people and how they shape their identity in relation to their ethnic and
religious family background and a secular majority society [49–52]. The changing religious landscape
creates the need for a new language to describe what is normally termed “religious”, “non-religious”,
and “secular” [17,53,54].

1.4. Secularization and Pluralism in the Swedish Context

As noted above, secularization is widespread in Sweden in several respects. In the sense of
separation between public state-governed and religious institutions, Swedish law states that the state
should be religiously neutral but also a guarantor of freedom of religion. An individual’s right to freely
encompass and practice religious or non-religious worldviews individually and together with others
is part of the Swedish constitution. Furthermore, individuals possess the right not to be subjected to
religious influence. Discrimination because of religious belonging is prohibited. Sweden no longer
has a state church and the state should according to the law remain neutral in religious matters.
Institutions such as health care and education are regulated by law and must be non-confessional
and non-discriminatory. Faith schools in which there may be voluntary confessional elements outside
the classroom are allowed but only 1% of children in Sweden attend a faith school and their teaching
follows the same curriculum as other schools run by the municipality. This separation between
a secular state and individuals’ private life has strong support in society and religion is perceived as a
private matter. On occasions when religion becomes visible in the public sphere (e.g., Muslim prayer
calls, ending the school year in the church or when people for religious reasons do not wish to be
greeted by hand), heated discussions arise about the boundaries of freedom of religion.

Even regarding the importance of religion to people’s identities and perceptions of life, Sweden
can be described as a country in which secularization is widespread. According to international surveys,
there are relatively few people in Sweden who state that they embrace a religious worldview. In the
aftermath of the Second World War, it became prohibited to register citizens’ religious affiliation.
However, different studies have attempted to chart how Swedes look at religion and religious
identity. The proportion of atheists or non-believers is over 55% in Sweden; Europeans, on average,
are characterized by a religious identity in 77% of cases [55]. Other studies have shown that 45%
of people in Sweden believe in God, 22% pray to God at least once every three months and 12%
participate in a service or religious meeting at least once a quarter [56]. Many people in Sweden
are safe in their non-religious identity and perceive this identity to be part of a modern, liberal and
tolerant attitude. Nevertheless, at the same time, 59% of the population are registered members of the
Church of Sweden and nearly 800,000 people (as of 2015) were registered members of other religious
communities receiving state support. Of these, nearly 320,000 people were members in various free
churches, 55,000 in different Lutheran churches, more than 110,000 in the Catholic church, 140,000 in
different Eastern Orthodox Churches and 140,000 were members of different Muslim groups [57].
These numbers are based on registered membership, which means that there are far more individuals
visiting mosques and churches who are not included in these statistics. The communities that are
growing fall mainly in Eastern Orthodox Churches, the Catholic Church and various Muslim groups.
If these statistics are the basis for measuring the degree of secularization in Sweden, the image of
“the world’s most secularized country” becomes more complex. Moreover, if one considers studies
that investigated interest in spirituality in more comprehensive terms or people who were engaged in
movements that can be referred to as New Age, the image is further complicated.

There is a notion that Sweden historically has been ethnically, linguistically and religiously
a homogeneous society. This myth is easy to deconstruct because Sweden, like most countries,
always has had a diverse population. Today, five national minorities are recognized: Samis,
Tornedalers, Swedish Finns, Roma and Jews, all of which have a long history in Sweden [58].
However, population heterogeneity increased in recent decades as a consequence of globalization
and increased migration [59]. Increased immigration has also led to increased religious diversity in



Educ. Sci. 2018, 8, 116 6 of 20

Swedish society [57]. In population statistics, “foreign background” is defined as a person born in
another country or having two parents born in another country. Using this definition, 24.1% of the
Swedish population in 2017 has a foreign background [59] but people with foreign backgrounds are
not evenly distributed throughout the country. In some municipalities, more than 50% of people
foreign backgrounds; most municipalities have about 10–20% inhabitants with this background of
such people [60]. In many municipalities, segregation in housing is high and socially and economically
disadvantaged groups dominate in some areas where unemployment and long-term unemployment
are higher and average income levels and education levels are lower, which further deepens the
segregation. The schools’ compensatory mandate to equalize these kinds of differences is accordingly
more critical but evaluations show that the equivalence in quality between schools is declining and
that this se has been widening in recent decades [61].

These are some ways to describe and highlight the increased diversity that characterizes Swedish
society. These social processes mean that it is difficult to talk about what a “Swedish classroom” looks
like because the variation is abundant. In some classrooms, it is the norm to have a religious identity
while simultaneously relating to the secular majority outside the classroom. In other classrooms,
the majority relate to what they perceive to be the majority perception in Sweden, namely a secular,
at many times an atheist position. In these classrooms, religion is a private matter that is not shared
with classmates. And in most classrooms, there is an ongoing conversation between individuals with a
multitude of opinions and experiences. Nilsson [5] described these various conditions for teaching
about religion and religions in terms of “the un-generalizable classroom” and “the unpredictable
classroom”, which is a relatable description of reality for many RE-teachers.

2. Materials and Methods

This work is based on classroom observations from two different research projects. The first
research project consists of empirical material of participatory observations of RE classes at three
Swedish upper secondary schools gathered in 2011–2012. A re-analysis [62] based on the purposes of
this article have been conducted. To nuance and problematize the image that emerged in this empirical
material, an analysis of data from an ongoing research project was also included. This research project
focuses on how global religious conflicts are handled in teaching; the empirical material used in this
article consists of participatory observations and interviews conducted in 2017 with teachers and
students from a school with a high proportion of students with a migrant background based on the
definition provided above. The age of the students in both research projects are 16–19 years old.

The participant classrooms observations in the research projects take an ethnographic
approach [63]. In the first study, the teaching of 13 educated RE teachers of 24 different classes
was followed for 125 lessons at both vocational programs and programs preparatory for higher
education. The four schools were larger municipal schools with 1100–1700 students, one of which was
near a larger city (School 1), one was in the countryside (School 2) and one was in a medium-sized
Swedish city (School 3). School 4 was also situated near a large city but in an area that can be described
as socially vulnerable. There are no statistics available pertaining to the pupils’ ethnic or religious
backgrounds at the individual schools. However, because this article focuses on various aspects of
diversity, the schools will be described based on the available information about the background of
the students. The school adjacent to the larger city (School 1) was a fairly popular school and had
relatively high grades. Available statistics reveal that 14% of the students had foreign backgrounds
(i.e., born in another country or having two parents born in another country) and that 66% of pupils had
parents who were counted as being highly educated with post-secondary education. In the rural school
(School 2), 11% of pupils had foreign backgrounds and 47% had a secondary education. At the school
in the medium-sized Swedish city (School 3), 28% students had a foreign background and 42% had
highly educated parents this academic year. In the current research project, the school (School 4) had
91% foreign-background students; only 21% of students had parents with a post-secondary education.
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Another measure that could be an indicator of diversity is how many students were entitled
to native language education. An interesting difference between schools 1 and 3 was how the staff
talked about their school as being “ethnically homogeneous” or “multicultural”. On the first day of
observations at School 1, one of the native language teachers came in and spoke with the students who
studied Persian. I noted that five students in that class were eligible for native language education
(i.e., 20% of the students). However, these students were high performing and had parents with high
educational backgrounds; they were not perceived as immigrants when the teacher spoke about the
student group. At School 3, the situation was the opposite. The school was described as a multicultural
school by the staff but the proportion of students entitled to native language was only slightly higher,
20–30%. However, the proportion of students with parents with a post-secondary education at this
school was significantly lower, which I interpreted as the pupils’ class background playing a role
in how the teachers perceived the students’ ethnicity. At School 4, the school was noted as being a
multicultural school; it was assumed that “everyone” had an immigrant background. It is apparent
from the statistics that students at School 4 also came from families with low educational backgrounds.
However, this fact was not discussed.

2.1. Analysis

During the lessons, full-class discussions were recorded along with discussions in smaller groups.
These recordings were transcribed verbatim. In the analyses, the classroom practice and what was said
in the classroom were the focus rather than who said what or how the interaction between students
or between students and teachers appeared. The classroom practice and articulations of students
and teachers are considered to be a discursive practice [64]. The transcribed observations have been
analyzed using a discourse analytical approach [65,66] focusing on articulations concerning secularity
and pluralism. Secularity and non-religious positions emerged as a hegemonic discourse when talking
about religion. However, the reality is complex and contradictory and in the analyses of the empirical
material discourses that challenged the hegemonic secular discourse also was found. For example, one
of the noticeable discourses of religion were articulations of spirituality and to believe in “something”.
This way of speaking partly defied the secular discourse but partly enhanced it, as this individualistic
approach to religion was compatible with a secularist view of religion as a private matter. Discourses of
spirituality will however not be elaborated on in this article as the aim is to explore how secularization
and different aspects of pluralism are articulated and interrelated in the classroom practice of RE.
Nationalistic discourses including articulations of Sweden as a Christian country will be touched upon
in relation to pluralism.

2.2. Ethical Consideration

Participant observation has been conducted in line with the ethical guidelines outlined by
The Swedish Research Council [67]. The informants have received information about the study’s
design and purpose, that their participation is voluntarily and that they had the right to withdraw
their participation at any time, that their integrity will be treated with confidentiality and how study
will be used, that is utilization requirement. All research balances between respect for individuals’
privacy, individual protection requirement and the benefits society may have of the research [67].

3. Results

The classroom observations were analyzed regarding how secularization and different aspects of
pluralism were articulated and interrelated in the classroom practice of RE.

3.1. Discourses of Secularism

Discourses of secularism included articulations of what “we” in Sweden believe, religion as
something belonging to history, the nonreligious as neutral and notions of individualism.
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3.1.1. “We” in Sweden Are Secular

During the classroom observations, it was clear that a non-religious and at many times a secularist
attitude dominated the articulations about religion and religions. The following quote is a typical
description of how religiosity related to secularity:

Teacher: We’re so ENORMOUSLY secularized in Sweden. Religion has no place in most
people’s lives in any way. We may go to church once a year because there’s some kid getting
baptized or someone dies or something like that. And then we don’t go there. That’s pretty
much the religiosity we have (School 2).

It was stated that “we” in Sweden are secular and that religion is of very little importance
to Swedish people. Specific linguistic expressions such as “we” were used to create a common
image of religiosity in Sweden. This pattern also contributes to constructing secularity as normal
and constructing Sweden as a secular country in which most people have no relation to religious
worldviews or practices. Through these kinds of articulations, the diversity of views is made invisible.

In all of the classrooms at all of the schools, there were students who identified with various
religious traditions. In private conversations, the students noted that they were active in the Church of
Sweden, the Uniting Church in Sweden, the Pentecostal Church, the Catholic Church, the Orthodox
Church; they described themselves as following Jehovah Witness, Hindu, Buddhist, Shia and Sunni
traditions. Students with a religious position were in most cases silent during whole-class discussions
concerning religion, maybe partly due to the minority-majority position. At Schools 1 and 2, only once
did a student in a whole-class discussion describe herself as Christian and provide commentary based
on this personal perspective. Several students in the vocational programs who identified as Muslims
expressed their position to the whole class. In that case, about one third of the students in the specific
class articulated a Muslim position. At school 4, on the other hand, it was a given that the majority had
a religious positioning. One of the students asked straight out in the class: “But isn’t everyone here
Muslim?” In the whole-class discussion, it was articulated that 22 of the students posed themselves as
Muslims, one as Coptic Christian and one as Syrian Orthodox. It appears clear that the backgrounds
of the students and the majority relation held in the classroom affected articulations and positions.
Even in the classroom at school 4, the concept of secularization was raised and discussed:

Teacher: In some families, there are patriarchal structures. Then there are also is also a
structure where you are much more gender-equal, depending on how liberal you are. Right?
And how secular you are. Secular. Do you recognize these words again?
Student 1: Yes.
Student 2: Secular...
Teacher: What does this word mean then, secularized, or secular? Does anyone know what
that means? If I am secularized, I am are very fundamentalist and I follow everything that is
said and I live very much according to my book? Or are you more modern, do you think?
Student 1: You are modern indeed.
Teacher: Yes. Right? And Sweden is usually a secular country. Right? You can interpret a
bit as you wish. You can choose how much practicing you should be. Not everyone lives
secularly in Sweden. But overall, Sweden is a very secular country compared with other
countries. And the view on gender equality that exists in Sweden is that you should earn
your own money, you should share the domestic work at home, it is very unique. Many
other countries, religions, cultures, have a traditional division, with clear gender roles, clear
rules for women and men (School 4).

Secularization was constructed as opposed to (religious) fundamentalism but foremost
secularization was linked to modernity and this linking was very common in all classrooms.
In this specific case, the discussion arose when the students were talking about different views of
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gender-equality related to religions. One interesting feature in this classroom (at School 4) compared
with the other classrooms was that the majority articulated a religious position. It might be that
there were students with non-religious worldviews who did not express this nonreligious position
in the classroom. But it was simultaneously stressed that “Sweden” is a secular country and the
discussions often included a minority perspective on various topics. Sweden was articulated as being
a geographical area or a nation among others. The expression “we in Sweden” never occurred in
this classroom.

3.1.2. A “Chronocentric” Worldview

Articulations that can be referred to as secularistic occurred in all classrooms but in various ways.
This way of speaking was strongly influenced by a “chronocentric” view of history, which meant
that we now live in the best and most enlightened of all ages. Religion was attributed to a historical
remnant that possibly filled a function in the past. However, as modern enlightened people we now
manage without religion, the reasoning went. The following quote is a typical example of this kind
of reasoning:

Student: In the past, in the eighteenth century or so, or I think ... religion seeks power.
One guesses about what has happened and that way they got power over people who didn’t
know very much. That’s how it is in Islam ... so we think that it’s so today as well. It’s still
like that. But now we’re secularized and so we don’t need religion in that way. Religion told
us what to do, how we should live but there’s no need for that anymore (School 1).

This student associated religion with the power and manipulation of people with less knowledge.
It is interesting and quite typical that this student, who positioned himself as ethnically Swedish with
“no religion”, explicitly mentions Islam as an example of this kind of outdated view of life. In the
past, people engaged in all sorts of strange things like different types of cruel bodily punishments,
corporal punishment of children and medical treatments based on unscientific beliefs. Religion was
often associated with these kinds of superstitions and delusions that modern enlightened people have
seen through. Believers could, therefore, be perceived as “cheated”, and students often mentioned
ignorance or oppression as explanations for the existence of religion in different contexts.

3.1.3. The Non-Religious as Neutral

When speaking about religion, a non-religious, often explicit atheist position was articulated as a
neutral and objective stance. Posing oneself as non-religious or atheist in classroom discussions was
far more common both among teachers and students than positioning oneself as religious:

Student 1: Is there anybody here that is a believer?
Student 2: I think that . . .
Student 3: I’m not like, I’m not a believer. I don’t know. I haven’t, like, had the energy yet to
think about that
Student 4: I’m an atheist!
Student 1: My parents are, like, super-non-Christian, like, totally extreme. So, for me, it’s like
this: it’s not very nice to say this but I feel this way—the Christians, it’s unintelligent. I really
think so! (School 1)

In this quote, religiosity was associated with unintelligence; the student who spoke here described
herself an ethnically Swedish and positioned herself as an atheist. Taking an atheist position was not
something that was questioned or queried. Unlike the (few) who posed as believers, students and
teachers who described themselves as atheists were never asked questions about how they looked at
life or what made them choose this way of life. At School 1, 2 and 3, students with a religious position
expressed in private conversations that they many times felt questioned when religious issues were
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discussed and that they in these discussions were given opinions that they did not themselves embrace.
It could be someone who asked how they could believe in “an old man on a cloud”, that God created
the earth in 6 days, or if they defended crusades, the IS or the Taliban. Questions about homosexuality
and abortion were other areas where non-religious classmates expected believers to take a conservative
position, which was not always the case. This type of onsets, sometimes concerning matters where
students with a religious identity themselves were not sure about their opinion, contributed to that
these students often held a low profile concerning their religious identity in the classrooms.

When talking about religion, speakers often made negations by denoting what religion was
not associated with. For example: making individual choices, individualism and neutrality in
binary opposites. Therefore, the speech of religion also contributed to defining a secular life view
and worldview. Many students articulated a non-religious position as being neutral and objective;
a religious position that was perceived to be biased.

Student 1: Secular? It’s non-religious.

Student 2: Non-religious?

Student 1: Yes.

Student 2: But must it have to do with religion? Could it not be that it’s optional, not
optional but...

Student 3: I wrote objective too . . .

Student 1: Like, secular, I think that’s a strange word, but, like, multi-dimensional, that it
should not be just one focus on something. And when it comes to religion, one should be
allowed to have different religions in school.

Student 3: I have no idea what secular is. I thought it said secondary.

Teacher: They sometimes say that Sweden is secular.

Student 1: Well, yes, I understand vaguely what it means but I can’t define the word.

Student 3: Non-religious, objective, I’ve written. That works, right?

Teacher: Yes, or, a little like this—that religion doesn’t matter so much in society,
so differentiating between religion and . . .

Student 1: Yes, objective is a good word. (School 1)

The students were given a task of defining different concepts and it was clear that the students
did not truly understand what the term “secular” meant. They associated the notion of words such
as “freedom of choice”, “objective”, and “non-religious”. When the teacher attempted to introduce
explanations—including the role of religion in society—the students did not understand the meaning
but concluded that secularization was equal to objectivity. Secularization, neutrality and objectivity
were believed to be very similar in many classrooms.

Student 2: But, as for me, I don’t follow any religion but I go by what I think!

Student 4: Yes.

Student 2: Religions are more like people who just blurt out a load of things that you yourself
don’t believe in.

Student 1: I’m neutral!

Student 4: Exactly! (School 3)

Again, we see how neutrality is associated with a non-religious position. We also see that religious
positions are constructed in opposition to individualism and making one’s own individual choices.
Individualism appeared in classroom conversations as an overall value.
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3.1.4. Individualism

Making one’s own individual choices and not being ruled or influenced by others was crucial
to being perceived as a modern rational, independent individual. Individualism was also portrayed
as being difficult when one was part of a collective, such as a religious group. Religion was strongly
associated with blind obedience and submitting to irrational and often incomprehensible rules.
Believing students were careful to emphasize that they also made conscious choices:

Student 2: Yeah but things that religions say that you should follow. Because you belong
to this

Student 1: Just because it is so.

Student 2: Yes, because you belong to this religion. But I don’t feel like that. Sure, I’m a
Muslim but I don’t do ... [what] people say, what THEY want me to believe in

Student 1: You decide!

Student 2: Yeah! Right! (School 3)

Many students perceived that religious individuals gave up their independence and individualism
and simply followed a doctrine. In teaching, it was common to list what was referred to as “religious
rules”, which described how believers of specific religions were expected to eat, dress, celebrate their
festivals, pray and follow the instructions of religious leaders. The fact that there are an infinite variety
of approaches to these kinds of rules rarely came to the forefront in conversations among religious or
non-religious individuals. To do anything at all with reference to religion or God (which was often
described as “made up” or “an imaginary friend”) was, in principle, impossible if one wanted to
appear to be an independent, individualistic Swede.

3.2. Discourses of Pluralism and/or Monoculturalism

Another premise in the classroom was that society is multicultural. Pluralism was not something
that was explicitly discussed or defined. The analysis of the transcribed classroom observations
revealed that pluralism was articulated in terms of a diversity of opinions. However, this situation
might also create uncertainty, which could lead to an identity crisis. Thus, pluralism was stressed as a
fundamental Swedish value but at the same time, notions of pluralism were sometimes constructed as
opposing or challenging notions of “Swedishness”.

3.2.1. Diversity of Views

An educational strategy used by many teachers was to ask the students to compare religious
views within various religious traditions and compare those with their own views. In the example
below, the teacher asked the students to elaborate on the thesis of Martin Luther and to think about
how Martin Luther would address them he was to nail them to the door in Wittenberg today:

Teacher: Those questions you got, are there some that you definitely can’t find the answer to?

Student 1: “If Luther were active today, what would his theses be about, do you think?”
That nobody believes in God anymore?

Teacher: What were the theses about? [Name of a student]?

Student 2: But what would his theses be about if he were alive today?

Teacher: Yes, that’s right. But I can’t help you with this. You have to figure it out yourselves.

Student 2: But I don’t believe in God. There’s evidence that Jesus didn’t create the Earth or
anything. Just as an example. There’s evidence of that, right?

Teacher: So you’re saying that his theories were about concrete things that have already been
solved today now so there’s nothing?

Student 2: I don’t know what they’re all about!
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Student 3: Wasn’t he like a theologian or something like that? Isn’t it those who believe in
the message and the ... well, religion? He based it on things like that but we don’t believe
that’s the truth, you could say. And now we know much more about all the other religions
and so. Now we know more.

Teacher: Would he have had as much success today if he’d gone on to re-formulate or to
reinterpret the scriptures?

Student 3: No.

Student 1: No.

Teacher: Why not?

Student 1: Much easier to believe in different things now.

Teacher: Mm, there’s an openness now that makes it very difficult to become an authority
or be a leader today, right? And as you so rightly said, there are of course MANY different
religions. And especially from here [in Sweden], we have an overview of many religions
(School 2).

The students had difficulty answering, partly because they had vague presuppositions about the
background to the Reformation but also because they rejected a religious worldview and stated that
“There is evidence that Jesus did not create the Earth”. The discussion also deals with the diversity
of perceptions—one of the students states that it is “Much easier to believe in different things now”.
This statement can be seen as pluralism being an obvious part of existence—the teacher emphasizes
Sweden as a place in which the religious diversity is significant, a situation that complicates trust
in authorities.

Living in a society characterized by a diversity of perceptions, worldviews and lifestyles were
articulated as a self-evident and non-questionable premise. In the following quote, questions about
truth are also highlighted:

Student: So, in the olden days, one used to be more confident, that [religion] was the only
thing available. Now nobody knows what is true, that is, you can’t know that it’s the truth,
instead, one can only speculate as to what to believe, if you believe that it’s true or not
(School 1).

These classroom discussions illustrate one of the primary features of secularization according to
Taylor [21], namely that a diversity of views in itself contributes to the secularization process.

3.2.2. Encounter with “The Other”

The student who spoke in the section above states that diversity leads to uncertainty—what should
you believe in and what is true? Another student emphasized migration as a factor contributing to a
religious identity crisis:

Student 1: We in Western Europe have lost more and more of our religion. And then some
people come along [through migration] who might have a stronger faith than we do in
many cases. Not everyone has to have that but quite a few do anyway. Not everybody is an
extremist. However, what happens is that we in Western Europe, we feel this “where did our
identity go, should we not keep our religion”. You feel threatened by a threat that may not
even actually exist (School 1).

It is in encounters with others who are perceived to have “stronger faiths” that questions about
one’s own identity appear. This student identifies with Western Europe and it was also common to refer
to “we in Sweden”, “we Swedish”. Perceptions of the nation might have a bonding role. But references
to the nation might also have a differential function. In the articulations of “we”, “the other” is also
constructed. The othering of the religious is constructed through articulations about people with
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“stronger faith”, of which some are “extremists” are. Related to discourses of pluralism are discourses
of mono-culturalism.

At School 4, where the hegemonic classroom discourse included articulations that all students
positioned themselves as believers, no fear of other people’s worldviews, religious or non-religious
was articulated. On the contrary, these students articulated a diversity of views as something positive
and something they perceived as being enriching. They also stressed the importance of the teacher’s
approach in creating a positive attitude about diversity:

Student 1: I think the teachers’ work means quite a bit, it has been quite good, because
they have learned now that even they, the new arrivals [need to be taught], that you should
think openly. Now I do not know how they teach those newly arrived but I’m sure they
[the teachers] are very careful with human rights and openness and so, to accept everyone’s
rights and so forth. And in that way now type ... we now know that your religion is yours.
We cannot influence it, you believe what you want. Because we also have some Christians.
I know two. Two who are Christian in our class. And they may say what they want but we
can talk to them. You know, especially in RE.

Student 2: You are open.

Student 1: Yes, we say like “yes, we think like this”, and then they say “no but it’s like
this”. Still, there are only discussions but it’s not like humiliating someone or going against
someone. They may say “yes, I’m going to church ... I’m going to read the Bible today”

Interviewer: It turns out to be interesting conversations?

Student 1: Yes, then, so, we say, “What does the Bible say about this? What does the Quran
say about this? “And then we are discussing. It’s just ... yes. Then see, just that ... then there’s
also another person in our class from Thailand. Yes, that’s Buddhism and so on. And then
that’s like, “What does your religion say about this?” So, it’s more like curiosity (School 4).

During the observations at this school, it was noted that a clear majority of students stated
that they regarded themselves as Muslim; there were also many who described themselves as
Christian. On the other hand, I did not meet anyone who articulated an atheist position. At the
same time, there was an awareness that an atheistic worldview was a common position in Sweden.
The proportions and compositions of the student group concerning experiences and worldview
influenced what was articulated in the classroom and therefore could the subject of discussion. Based
on these observations, it is clear that a student group’s own experiences and perceptions strongly
influenced the ways in which a discussion took place. At the same time, how teachers raised different
issues and stated decisively what is possible to learn in the classroom also colored the discussions.

3.2.3. Pluralism and Processes of Change of Religious Traditions

Pluralism is taken to be a hallmark of Swedish society but pluralism and secularization also affect
religions, which change in this process.

Teacher: You think of Sweden as such a pluralistic country, that we believe in many different
religions. We can choose whether we want to be atheists or how we want to live. We choose
very much by ourselves, right? And Islam is also influenced by this. And Christianity too.
But this is still one of the most important points. Then it is the case that many Muslims sort
of do as they wish. There are also Muslims who are secular. Who are a bit more modern,
who eat pork and so on, yet who are still Muslims. So you can’t say that “you’re not a Muslim
because...” like that. “You’re not wearing a veil so you’re not Muslim”. On the contrary,
in Sweden there is still a choice (School 3).

During the observations, there was generally a tendency to talk about world religions in relatively
static and generalizing terms and there was a strong focus on beliefs. The inner variation in the



Educ. Sci. 2018, 8, 116 14 of 20

religious traditions was rarely visualized and exemplified in teaching if the students themselves did
not specifically bring attention to this topic. In the class in the above quote, there were visual signs that
made the teacher was aware of the diversity in the classroom—some of the Muslim girls wore hijabs,
some did not. Diversity is not always visible in this way but nevertheless exists in most classrooms.
In the case above, there were problems in the class with students accusing one another of not being a
“real Muslim”, and the teacher emphasized the inner variation of the religious traditions and connected
it to individual freedom in Sweden. This situation highlights the complexity but also the importance
of visualizing and exemplifying different positions and views within worldviews. To note the various
interpretations is not enough. Rather, to make the students understand teachers need to show and
give examples about how different individuals and groups relate to various matters.

3.2.4. Pluralism and Tolerance in Principle but Secularity as the Norm

In the relationship between secularization and pluralism, secularity is the norm. The following
quote is a typical example of how two guys who describe themselves as “uninterested by religion”
relate to their friends’ religious identity:

Student 1: Our friends, many of our friends are Muslims. On our football team, there are
many Muslims.

Teacher: Well, maybe you grew up with a certain knowledge that it might not be so incredibly
strange, really.

Student 2: Our friends, the Muslims I know, they do it to make things easier. They do not
care at all about their religion, really. They do it just because of their parents and hanging
out with family during Ramadan and that kind of stuff, they just go with the flow.

[ . . . ]

Student 1: They’re out partying and whatnot, they don’t care at all about that. I don’t know
if they’ve been influenced by us or something. Because the Muslims have Swedish buddies
and Swedes have Muslim friends and there will be the lessons learned from each other as
well (School 1)

Pluralism was perceived as evident and unproblematic. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that
secularity is represented as a norm—it is acceptable to be Muslim as long as you behave “like everyone
else“ and religion does not affect you “too much”. Another interesting aspect of the quote above is that
the students use the epithets “Swedes” and “Muslims” as two categories; it is implied that Swedes
are not Muslims. Therefore, the prerequisite for acceptance appears to be as to behave according to a
secular norm and maintaining one’s religion as a privatized part of one’s life.

Being tolerant of different types of inequality was emphasized in many contexts as being very
important. In many cases, tolerance was articulated as a central value in a multicultural society.
At the same time, there were also limits to this tolerance. When it came to concrete expression,
tolerance was significantly lower for religious expressions and practices that were perceived as
“foreign”. It was also clear that there was an intense striving for consensus in many classrooms
and that it was difficult to deal with diverging opinions. It is interesting to note that tolerance was
associated with a neutral, non-existent position while religiosity was associated with intolerance.

4. Discussion

The purpose of this article was to illustrate and analyze how issues of secularization and pluralism
appeared in the classroom practice and how these two social phenomena were related in the classroom.
Both secularity and pluralism emerged in many ways as premises to conversations about religion.
During the classroom observations, articulations of attitudes about believers as being irrational and an
outdated remnant of history was noted. Anyone is entitled to have this entirely legitimate opinion.
However, if this approach dominates in the classroom it will be difficult to achieve goals that involve
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understanding what it may mean to have faith. Furthermore, the students will not be prepared
to live in a society characterized by diversity, which is one of the purposes of RE [7]. The results
reflect a common way to relate to religion in Swedish society, a place where many people have an
ambivalent relationship towards religion. On the one hand, it seems extremely important for many
students and teachers to distance themselves from religion in order to appear to be rational and
independent individuals. In these contexts, religion has been made into something those others
who do not know better or are oppressed in different ways engage in. In this context, Sweden is
referred to as “the world’s most secularized country”, and this self-image has a positive connotation
and includes perceptions of anti-racism, tolerance and a positive attitude toward diversity. Here,
one can ask the question how tolerant “we” are in Sweden; how much “difference” do “we” really like?
Students in the classrooms often said that everybody was allowed to believe in whatever they wished.
However, when it came down to concrete opinions and practices, tolerance was not as unlimited
and many students expressed that “they” (which usually referred to Muslims) should adapt to “us”
who were secularized or possibly privately religious when it came to issues such as clothes, food
and behavior. As in other parts of society, there was a strong pursuit of consensus after constructing
a solid “we”. In classroom discussions about religion the use of the pronoun “we” always had to
national mono-cultural connotations, “we in Sweden”. In many cases, Sweden as a secular country
and nonreligious identity was stressed but in relation to Islam, the Christian history and heritage was
emphasized. In School 4 where 91% of the student had a ‘foreign background,’ the expression “we in
Sweden” never occurred. One of the challenges of the school system and society is to create a sense of
belonging because all of these teens are part of the same society.

On the one hand, both teachers and students articulated positive words about diversity and
pluralism. On the other hand, it appeared difficult to deal with different views in the classroom
practice and a secular discourse dominated the classroom conversations in many cases. One can
also think about what makes a discourse hegemonic in a certain context. When a discourse becomes
hegemonic, speaking in a certain way about a phenomenon emerges as self-evident. This way of
speaking is perceived as neutral and objective [66]. If a discourse becomes hegemonic, it affects both
what and how something is articulated and also what is not possible to articulate. If a secularist
discourse is hegemonic, religion becomes a private matter, which makes it difficult to express religious
positions or opinions related to this position. In this article, the classroom is understood to be a
discursive practice. Whether it is possible or impossible to articulate sometime is influenced and
framed by a variety of factors (e.g., the school subject, the content of the curriculum and the syllabus,
the teacher’s knowledge and understanding of the subject and choice of teaching strategies). However,
articulations in the classrooms are also influenced by how the surrounding community addresses
the same issues and the students’ personal experiences with these issues [5]. The students’ personal
knowledge, experiences and perceptions, have a major impact on conversations. Sometimes the
students’ perceptions are characterized by a lack of religious literacy and this will affect the classroom
conversations. As outlined above it was at all schools more common for students to state a Muslim
identity in the classroom than for students to state a Christian identity and this is also noted in other
studies [31]. The reasons for this might be related to Islam, ethnicity, a minority position or social
class or the interplay between these factors. Eriksen ([50], p. 272) notice the same phenomena and
asks “Is ‘being Christian’ about belief, whereas ‘being Muslim’ just something you are”? Due to
these various approaches to religion, the identity might be affected in various ways by the secularist
discourse of religion. Furthermore, the majority relationships in the specific classroom as well as the
group- and identity-processes at play seems to be of crucial importance. Over the past few years,
I have carried out hundreds of classroom observations. During these classroom observations, I have
been struck by how few students participated in full-class discussions. There are rarely more than
4–6 students who are active and interacting with the teacher. The vast majority of students are mostly
silent or do not actively participate in the collective conversation. This situation implies that just
a few students’ views have a significant influence on the entire conversation. Being silent cannot
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be equated with not actively involved and being silent also influences the classroom discussion.
However, the teachers act on and move the teaching according to what he/she comprehends to be the
understanding of the students. If a large group is silent, it is hard to recognize what they think or how
they understand the subject matter and thus the possibilities to adjust the teaching in order to reach
these students and enhance their learning.

There are many competing views and beliefs, a situation that Taylor [21] emphasizes as one
of the main characteristics of secularization. This fact is evident in the analysis of the classroom
discussions. Hervieu-Léger [26] argued that secularization has meant a changed approach to religious
traditions. Narratives and practices that worked for previous generations as a starting point for a
common understanding of both their own identity and their understanding of the outside world are
now fragmented. Several of the quotes in this article can be seen as an example of this fragmentation
and several of the students expressed a sense of bewilderment and loss of what they could relate to
concerning existential issues and worldviews. At the same time, other individuals and groups are
socialized into specific religious traditions and are confident in their identity. So, while pluralism is
viewed as one of the primary characteristics of secularization, much of the public discourse about
the multicultural society concerns pluralism in the form of people with religious beliefs challenging
secular society. This takes place in the wake of “the war on terrorism” and an increasingly polarized
context where populistic and right-wing activists try to gain influence through constricting Islam as a
threat and claiming that there is an ongoing Islamization of the West. When students with different
experiences and relations to religion and opinions about pluralism and secularity meet, uncertainties
sometimes arise partly because there is no shared understanding of the religious dimension of life.
Pupils who position themselves as non-believers do not always have a language to formulate in
life-viewing issues. Research on how secularization affects identity and life interpreting has identified
the need for new linguistic tools in secular and multicultural environments [53]. Human beings are
meaning-creating by nature and will always try to understand and make sense, even if doing so
requires new expressions in new contexts. Secularization and pluralism can, on the one hand, be seen
as fragmentation but this form of change can also be understood as a transformation or a hybridization
in which religions and worldviews take on new expressions and characters and possibly new ‘religions’
emerging. However, it can be difficult to identify new natures of meaning-making take during the
process of change.

Internationally, there are several different models of RE in public school systems. In some
countries, RE is not offered as a subject; in some countries, students are divided on the basis of
religious belonging. In other countries, it is only possible to have RE in the majority religion. Given the
choice between these options, the model in which students with different backgrounds meet in
classrooms and gain knowledge about different traditions, differences and similarities in approach
within and between different religious traditions is a good alternative. In this context, groups have
the opportunity to discuss various aspects of worldviews. Although Swedish society and schools are
segregated in many ways, the segregation is not total and there are still opportunities for students
from different socio-economic, cultural and religious backgrounds to meet at school. Classrooms in
a pluralistic society can be described in terms of un-generalizable classrooms. If students are not
divided along religious affiliation lines there is a greater chance that they will meet students with
a different worldview than themselves and thus learn more. Nevertheless, the premise is that the
classroom is characterized by curiosity and respect and that was, as shown in the empirical examples
in this article, not always the case. These kinds of places, where people from a diverse tapestry of
beliefs and backgrounds meet, are becoming rarer in a time strongly influenced by forums that we
choose based on common interests and backgrounds. In Facebook feeds, for example, pages that
people have previously liked pop up again; we become Facebook friends with our friends’ friends.
This situation means that we rarely find ourselves in a context in which people have different views
than ourselves. School plays an essential role in training children and young people to discuss various
issues to reveal how complex, contradictory and multifaceted they truly are. The reality is complicated
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and it is possible to approach different problems from a variety of perspectives. To practice and to learn
to relate to social issues from different perspectives is a crucial competence in a democratic society and
RE can contribute to achieving this competence.

Teaching must navigate social controversies and students who maintain different political, ethnic
and religious positions. On the one hand, schools should convey specific democratic values such as
equality, tolerance and respect for all human beings. On the other hand, teaching needs to facilitate
conversations and discussions where the answers are not given in advance. At the same time, society is
becoming more individualistic and pluralistic and the classrooms increasingly un-generalizable which
ever more makes it a challenge to find the commonality in diversity while still maintaining individuals’
identities. All education must relate to questions about how individuals and groups with different
interests and belongings can communicate with one another and be part of the same society [68].
By problematizing different social positions and positions in the classroom, students learn how to
handle equality, inequality, conflicts and controversial issues, which creates the conditions that facilitate
a better understanding of themselves and society. In terms of the Swedish curriculum, which states that
that each student should be given the opportunity to develop his or her own character while preparing
to be able to share and contribute to society “in responsible freedom” [6], there are prerequisites for
constructing an education that recognizes and respects a unique “me” and simultaneously makes
opportunities for creating a multifaceted “we”.
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