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Portraits of Migration  
– Sweden Beyond the Headlines 

Migration is old news. It has helped shape countries and the world. But the current situation is 

unprecedented: more than 65 million people around the world have been forced to leave their 

homes. 

 

Migration is also an integral part of the history of Sweden; in today’s population, one in six 

was born in another country. But no single migration event has left a bigger mark than the 

huge emigration of 1.5 million Swedes to the Americas and Australia from 1850 up until the 

1930s. This wave of emigrants comprised about 20 percent of the men and 15 percent of the 

women born during the second half of the 19
th

 century. They left the country to escape 

poverty and religious persecution, and to seek a better life for themselves and their families. 

Over the last few years, Sweden has received a record number of people who have been 

forced to flee their own countries, hoping for a brighter future elsewhere. In the wake of the 

ongoing Syrian Civil War, Sweden has in fact welcomed more refugees than any other 

European country in relation to its population. But it has taken its toll on parts of society. 

Sweden is one of the 196 countries that have ratified the UN’s 1951 Refugee Convention, 

which means that we have a legal obligation to protect refugees. Dealing with the more than 

160,000 asylum seekers who arrived in 2015 has posed a challenge to the Swedish state, no 

matter how well equipped and experienced to handle immigration. Housing and schooling 

have been areas of particular concern. To make sure we provide for those who are already 

here, the government has taken some measures to limit the influx of people to the country: 

border controls were tightened at the end of 2015, and legislative changes in June 2016 has 

made it harder for asylum seekers to get a residence permit and reunite with family.  

This exhibition aims to add new perspectives to the story of Sweden and migration, and to 

give insights into the current situation in the country. Beyond headlines of chaos and collapse, 

beyond politics and public authorities, there are people who try to build a life in a new 

country. There are also many parts of the civil society that want to harness the opportunities 

all these new Swedes bring to the country. 

 

Photographer Alexander Mahmoud travelled around Sweden to find stories of migration. The 

people he met shared their experiences of flight, trauma – and hope. These portraits of 

migration are their stories. 

 

Alexander Mahmoud 
Alexander Mahmoud (born in 1990) is a freelance photographer based in Stockholm. He 

strives to share perspectives that would otherwise go unnoticed, working for one of Sweden’s 

largest daily newspapers (Dagens Nyheter) and various magazines. Alexander spent a year 

gathering the photos and stories for the Swedish Institute project ‘Portraits of Migration’. In 

2015 he published his first book, Mellan rummen, a personal story about family, racism and 

love. 
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1. 

Suzana: ‘A grenade fell and she just lay down’ 

 
I was born in Sarajevo. Wherever I go I dream about that city. But then that damn war broke out. We 

fled down into the basement. We were there for four months without going out at all. 

 

At last, we could finally go out. If you have been locked up for four months, the first thing you want to 

do to is to jump in puddles. Large water puddles, because the asphalt had been bombed to pieces. Then 

came the alarm. I was out with my best friend at the time. We were wearing red boots. Dungarees. 

Hoody and dotted t-shirt. 

 

We were known to be quite mischievous. ‘We have to run inside,’ I cried, but she stayed there and 

jumped in the puddle. 

 

A grenade fell and she just lay down in the puddle. I went in by myself and told my mum that my 

friend was boring; she just wants to stay in the puddle and sulk. My mum understood what had 

happened. 

 

We took her down to the basement and buried her there.  

 

I talked to her when she was dead: ’You know, I will live double. I will live for both you and me.’ 

 

Then we came to Sweden, and I experienced it as beautiful and solidary. But perhaps it was only my 

childish naivety. I walked around like a queen. Mum was so clever; she told me all Swedes smile at 

you because they want you to be here. One time, a lot of people gathered outside the refugee housing. 

I heard them shout ‘Suzana! Suzana!’, and I thought, shit, they have gathered for my sake! I walked 

around in the sea of people and greeted everyone. But apparently the name of the biggest political 

party in Sweden sounds like my name. 

 

We went back to Bosnia and I missed cinnamon buns, hot dogs and the Christmas spirit.  

 

We returned to Sweden and I missed the solidarity I experienced as a child.  

 

Now I ask people: ‘How have you been affected by Syrians who come here? Have you purchased 

fewer bananas? Shut off your electricity? Received worse medical care?’ They usually reply that they 

haven’t been affected personally.  

 

So I ask: ‘What is it you are critical of then? Why are you angry?’ 
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2.  

Marwan: ‘I got this life and this chance’ 

 

Premiere night.  

 

I’m super-excited and nervous at the same time, I feel fresh, like I was born to do this. I’m a 

drama queen and I’m about to act at the Royal Dramatic Theatre! 

 

In the audience there are some people who mean a lot to me, like the family that took me in 

when I first got to Sweden. The show contains fragments of my life, everything I’ve been 

through. It’s mostly based on the interview with the Migration Agency, the agency that 

decides if you’ll get shelter or get kicked out of Sweden. You’re in an investigation room, it’s 

super-small and dreary, very stressful. You feel like you are between ice and fire in the 

meeting with the case officer. 

 

The point of the show is to show more than statistics and numbers. It shows that refugees 

have stories, memories.  

 

Based on my looks, people assume things. I have a lot of things that people don’t realise about 

me. I’m a feminist who loves heavy metal.  

 

I don’t believe in borders or nationality, or in God. I believe in actions and integrity. 

 

I’ve always been a curious person. One of the reasons why I came to Sweden was that it’s 

very diverse, something completely new, something that can give me new perspectives. Life 

is too short to waste on bullshit. I don’t know what’s going to happen after I die, but I got this 

life and this chance. I want to experience every moment of it. I’m not talking of partying or 

drugs, I want to learn things, meet people. My philosophy is that you only live once. YOLO. 
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3.  

Ruben and Francis: ‘We didn’t choose to come here’ 

 

I will tell you about him. He was a friend of my brother’s and my family liked him. When I first met 

him I was expecting something completely different. He sat there, long hair and a woolly hat. Ghastly 

shoes, a type of trainers with heels that were popular at the time.  

 

But his honesty enticed me. He never lied and I liked that he gesticulated a lot. And his crazy eyes! 

 

We fell in love. But then one day, the police came. They thought I was undocumented and grabbed me 

without me knowing why, and threw Ruben into another car. I didn’t trust the police; I had escaped 

from a dictatorship and now I sat in the back seat of a Swedish police car. Me, two policemen and a 

plainclothes police officer. 

 

It was a misunderstanding, but when I came back home to my family, my father had forgotten all the 

nice things he liked Ruben for, thought it was his fault that I had been to the police. I said: ‘You know 

what, I won’t stay.’ 

 

I collected my things in an IKEA bag and Ruben showed up and we walked through the snow away 

from there. It was cold and dark, my first winter in Sweden. I had a long purple shirt and a pink jacket. 

Ruben had his awful trainers with heels. 

 

I left my dad. But it was worth it. Because somewhere, when I lost confidence in those who were my 

safety, when they failed to understand me, there was another person who didn’t know me, who I knew 

I could trust. 

 

I can’t say that I found my home with Ruben. Home was always Chile. We always thought we would 

go back. We didn’t choose to come here. We didn’t choose Sweden because it was a good country. We 

ended up here, in a place where even the sky was different.  

 

And then we had our children, and returning home felt more distant. Chile became like a ghost that 

was with us, but that we never returned to. We didn’t want to expose our kids to the danger that our 

family had had to live through.  

 

We have never been patriots, never wanted to show off symbols of our country. But we want to speak 

the language with our children, make them understand why we are here, that we are political refugees. 

We fled a dictatorship and teach them words like solidarity. It takes time to feel at home. But now we 

do.  
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4.  

Farzana: ‘I don’t know where my dad is’ 

 

I’ve learnt that eeny, meeny, miny, moe is important in Sweden when making decisions.  

 

I sometimes like to play doctor or teacher – then I get to decide what everyone should do.   

 

I don’t know where my dad is. He’s missing. 

 

I like to play hide-and-seek.  
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5.  

Yalda: ‘I miss my mum’ 

 

When I had a cold my mum used to get stressed, tuck me in, warm me some milk and feed 

me. 

 

I have a cold now, but there’s no one around me getting stressed or tucking me in or warming 

me milk.  

 

I miss my family so much. I miss my mum.  

  

You ask a lot of questions – do you even know what it’s like to miss your mum?  

 

I hope most of the time. That everything will be fine. It’s hard to be alone, but there are many 

of us who are alone. We learn from each other. We must be strong. 

 

 

Esther: ‘I always fight for people’ 

 

Everyone wants me to adapt to them in this country. They don’t understand what I’ve been 

through. Those of us who are forced to flee experience things we never thought we would 

have to. Many of us need to get extra help and meet people who understand what we’ve been 

through and where we come from.  

 

I’m going to work with human rights in the future – I'm sure of it. I want to work for refugees, 

for gender equality and the right to be who you want.  

 

I don’t like it when someone tries to change who I am. 

 

Who I am? 

 

I love to dance. I always fight for people. I try to laugh at all my problems. I am strong.  
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6.  

Moulham: ‘I want to represent Sweden’ 

 

I was a champion in Syria. Me and my teammates won a lot. But then the war came. We 

ended up in different places in Europe and I hadn’t seen them since we fled. But as my water 

polo team in Sweden was about to play in a cup I managed to bring my old teammates here 

and we had like a refugee team playing in the cup. It was one of the best days of my life. 

 

I wasn’t able to represent Syria in the World Championships. Now I have a new land, 

Sweden. I want to represent it. 

 

Everyone has a passion. Mine is water polo. 
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7.  

Yasmin: ‘I wear this because I choose to’ 
 

Today’s the National Day here in Sweden. We’ll sit near the Royal Palace, study the language 

and watch the celebrations. 

 

Everyone around me is eating fika. But Ramadan began for me today. I will fast for thirty 

days. It makes me feel at peace. 

 

On the subway ride here a guy told me to take off my scarf. He asked me: ‘Why does a cute 

girl like you wear that?’ 

 

I said: ‘I wear this because I choose to.’ 

 

I’m at peace.  
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8.  

Ashek and Rajeeb: ‘We wait for a new beginning’ 

 

It was a lovely day. I was walking around in a botanical garden. Then suddenly, I got a text: 

‘I’ve been taken in by the police. If I’m not out by tonight, inform everyone.’ 

  

I felt completely lifeless. The whole garden went grey. All the flowers lost their colours. It felt 

hopeless.  

  

I’ve always been torn between the feelings of pride and fear for Rajeeb, because he’s so 

outspoken, he’s considered one of the first open gay men in our country.   

  

I didn’t believe in love at first sight until I met him. I never believed that love could feel so 

organic, so real. Everything about him was so honest and meaningful. But our relationship is 

not accepted where we come from, neither by law nor by society.  

  

Last spring, two of our friends in Bangladesh got killed because they were gay and were 

fighting for our rights. I feared that it could happen to him as well. 

  

He stayed for as long as he could to help others who were in danger. I told him all the time to 

get out, get out, so that we could live a secure life together. By luck, we ended up in Sweden 

and decided to apply for asylum. 

  

Bangladesh was fun, friends, happiness and home for us. All that was taken away. Now we 

wait for a new beginning. 
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9.  

Moubarak: ‘Darfur United has moved to Sweden’ 

 

An American charity came to the refugee camp in Chad. They told us: ‘We are going to try to 

win the World Cup for minorities in Sweden.’ We lost four out of four matches, conceded 61 

goals, but we got to meet great people from all over the world. 

 

It was dark when we sneaked out of the hotel. The last night of the tournament. We took a 

taxi, gave the driver all the money we had. Ten thousand Swedish crowns. We told him to 

drive us to the Migration Agency in Gävle. We thought that was the only office of the 

Migration Agency in Sweden, 390 kilometres from where we were. 

 

Us players thought it was much better to flee by plane. Otherwise you have to pay a lot of 

money and walk too long, take risks across the Mediterranean.  

 

We were lucky. We were notified that we could stay in Sweden a few days before Christmas 

Eve. Now we want to live in a house together, practise football, sleep and eat together. Life 

will be good.  

 

So now Darfur United, the football team that was started in the refugee camp in Chad, has 

moved to Sweden, since we all fled to here.  
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10.  

Nadja: ‘We can’t close borders and restrict rights’ 

 

I recently started to be called an activist. Why now, when I have worked on these issues for 

over seven years as a lawyer? 

 

I meet families with apathetic children, children who have been tube-fed for months and years 

without ever getting the opportunity to stay. 

 

I meet fathers who have left their families behind and sought asylum in the hope of finding a 

place where they can stay, a country where they can reunite with their children. 

 

In my utopia, people had not even had to flee their home countries. But in the world we live in 

today, with so many people on the run, we can’t close borders and restrict rights, as one 

country after another does. 

 

We are in a state of emergency, and that affects not only those who are fleeing, but also us. 

 

Sweden has made the refugee rules stricter in the past year. Now we are among the strictest in 

Europe when it comes to denying families the right to be reunited. At the same time, Sweden 

is bound by the European Convention, which guarantees everyone the right to family life. 

 

As a lawyer, it is my duty to exhibit what is right or wrong. If people choose to call me an 

activist, then sure. I take it as a compliment. 
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11.  

Carlos: ‘All my son had to do was to be born in a safe country’ 
 

I have become the father of a child who received his personal identification number right 

away. 

 

I was shocked, and asked the midwives how getting a personal identification number can go 

so swiftly. These are numbers that I have struggled to get, and that many others who are 

fleeing are struggling to get, but all my son had to do was to be born in a safe country. 
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12.  

Sabah and Salma: ‘People here are mostly open-minded’ 

 

Kebbe is my favourite dish. The mix of bulgur and meat is amazing, and you can fry, grill or 

bake it. We serve it with yoghurt. 

 

We opened our restaurant called Damaskus six months ago. Neither of us had worked in a 

kitchen before, but my mother’s food is so good at home so we thought we could serve it to 

others as well. A lot of us are new in this country, so with our Syrian food we wanted people 

to get a feeling of home in Sweden.  

 

People here are mostly open-minded; they don’t care who you are or what you are as long as 

you are a good person and don’t harm anyone. You can be whoever you want to be, do 

whatever you want, you can go crazy. Or just like dye your hair in a strange colour like me. 
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13.  

Samad: ‘Loneliness is my biggest enemy’ 

 

I will tell you about loneliness: it is my biggest enemy. When I first came to Sweden, I fought 

it all the time, trying to conquer it.  

 

In my home country I had a large social network. Family, neighbours and friends. I left all that 

behind when I fled to Sweden alone. 

  

Once, when I had nowhere to go, a Swedish friend of mine said that I could borrow her 

family’s cabin in the woods. It made me angry with her – was I to be in the woods all alone? 

My understanding was that only crazy people spent time in the woods by themselves. But 

gradually I began to understand that we all need to be alone sometimes, to go over things. 

 

But seeking contact will always be a part of my life. I will always want to have humanity 

close to me. 
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14. 

Ibrahim: ‘I have received a residence permit’ 

 

I’m late. I have just met with officers at the Migration Agency. The match has already started. 

I run up to my coach, say that I can jump into the game right away without changing clothes. 

After one minute, during the first attack, I shoot the ball hard into the net. I run up to my 

teammates, celebrating, screaming that I have received a residence permit in Sweden. That’s 

why I’m late. This is the highlight of my life.  

 

All of the players in Flyttfågeln FC (‘migratory bird FC’) are underage migrants from 

different countries who have come here without parents. We are all friends. I hope that all my 

friends will be allowed to stay in Sweden. 
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15.  

Azad: ‘We all wake up under the same roof’ 

 

The war began. My wife and my kids left Aleppo early, but I stayed. I didn’t want to leave my 

clothing factory. I had 25 employees, and I felt a great responsibility to them. 

 

I kept thinking that the war will end soon, but as time passed, it only got worse. I remember 

one day in the factory, when I was about to finish up a big order of traditional dresses, a bomb 

fell down just a few meters from me. I had to leave. 

 

I was apart from my family for three years. We used to think that we had left it all: our 

apartment, our city, our food. But now, we all wake up under the same roof. Other refugees 

have suffered a worse fate. 

 

[caption:] 

Mohammad, Jendara, Azad, Baland and Nesrin. 
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16.  

Ousman: ‘I sometimes work in front of an audience’ 
 

I was born to weave. In Gambia I always did it outdoors. I put the loom together myself, 

every little part of it. In Sweden I have continued to weave outdoors as much as I can – it 

fascinates a lot of people, so I sometimes work in front of an audience. ‘ 

 

I work with traditional West African patterns, making runners, jumpers and rugs. At times, 

someone will complain that the loom leaves indents on the lawn. It’s a little bit typically 

Swedish, hah! 
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17.  

Leyla and Muhabbat: ‘My daughter can play seven instruments’ 

 

Before I could crawl, I would strike the dinner table, hard, pretending it was a piano.  

 

Before I could speak, I sang. It was just in me.  

 

I was a famous conductor in my home country. I was a teacher of ballet, theatre and music.  

 

All of my children are musicians. My daughter can play seven instruments.  

 

I never thought we would have to flee. I’m not young. It’s not easy to learn a new language. 

But I got a job as a music teacher here. Music is the language I can speak all over the world.  
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18.  

Samira: ‘I limit myself and my emotions’ 

 

I am Samira. What do you want to know? 

 

I am a political refugee. I guess you could call me a communist. 

 

I used to cry every night. But then I found dancing. 

 

I didn’t know how to do it, but the music had a very strong effect on me and I just let my body 

decide. So, instead of crying every night, I started to dance every night. 

 

I’ve waited. I’m waiting. For four years. I could’ve done a master’s degree twice if I had got 

the residence permit directly. 

 

You don’t really want to wait for anything in your life. I mean, you don’t want to wait for 

your food to get ready. You just want to eat. 

 

Everything changed in these four years for me. 

 

First it was just confusion. 

 

Then it was just hate. 

 

Now I love the people I'm surrounded by, but I don’t want to fall in love, though. I limit 

myself and my emotions. 

 

I don’t want to ask anyone for help. I want to be strong, independent. I want to carry the 

heavy bag that is my life on my own. 
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19.  

Yama and Aisha: ‘We got the decision that we couldn’t stay’ 

 

I will tell you about her. I saw her in a bank and tried to sign with my hands for her to call me.  

 

She didn’t call.  

 

I saw her again, but I couldn’t speak to her.  

 

I saw her a third time, and wrote my number on a note that I threw to the ground.  

 

A few days later she called. We talked and talked and talked. She was hiding. She wasn’t 

supposed to speak to me because she was promised to someone else.  

 

But she did. She is brave. Because we loved each other. So we fled our country.  

 

She was happy then, and we had fun together for some time. We had children. And then we 

got the decision that we couldn’t stay in Sweden.  

 

Since then she has felt worse each day. Some days she doesn’t have the energy to be with the 

children at all.  
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20.  

Tina: ‘We founded Refugees Welcome Stockholm’ 

 

I head for the central station in Stockholm. I have a paper bag filled to the brim with chocolate 

bars, thinking that I will only help out for a while. But it was total chaos, no clear 

organisation. 

 

Every hour a train with migrants arrived. They were either going to stay in Stockholm or 

continue on, and we helped them with translations, train tickets and food.  

 

I tried to coordinate everyone; it became my role. I didn’t sleep, more like collapsed in my 

bed at home.  

 

The chocolate bars ran out the first day, but I ended up staying for weeks. We founded 

Refugees Welcome Stockholm and made sure refugees who came to Stockholm met with 

volunteers who could help them.  

 

I was there from five in the morning until two at night almost every day. If I didn’t stay there 

for as long as I could, then how could I motivate others to stay and help out?  

 

I opted out of my other life, the one outside the train station, including my master’s studies in 

political science. You can’t study the theoretical while there’s a humanitarian disaster going 

on. 

 

When my mother and I fled – I remember – we were dropped off in the desert, and the first 

thing we encountered was the volunteers who picked us up by car. They saved my life. So 

now I feel compelled to do what I can for those fleeing today. If you always think about 

giving back, you close the circle. Yesterday I was the one who fled, tomorrow it could be you.  


