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In this paper, we discuss how controlling the time and (im)mobility of  the Other in the 
Nordic context—governed by hegemonic whiteness—constitutes a coercive system. 
We do this by focusing on racial time (Mulinari, 2021) as the unequal distribution 
of time in which control of time and racialization are co-constructed. Our discussion 
is based on ethnographic data drawn from fieldwork in two Swedish upper secondary 
schools in language introduction programs and language introduction combined 
with national vocational programs; and in Finland, integration training comprising 
transition to the labor market. More specifically, we present examples from Arabic-
speaking migrants in forced migration, foregrounding non-transitions within the 
education system and work life. We argue that such delays imposed on the racialized 
migrant bodies in this context are systemic, and discuss how the requirement of 
competence in the national language becomes tied to institutional walls. We also 
refer to neoliberal tropes of the employable, the educable, and the integrateable 
migrant body through the notions of will and use (Ahmed, 2014, 2019), and to the 
risk of becoming a “willful”, “useless”, and “undeserving” subject. The paper ends 
with a reflection on potential stranger encounters of otherwise as a way to break with 
dysfunctional institutional walls.
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1 	 Strange encounters in processes of institutional racism 

The state of forced migration involves being in vulnerabilities, which frustrates the 
establishment process in the new country. Also, migration due to war and conflicts 
indexes how migrant experiences are tied to global inequalities (Adams & Kirova, 2006) 
such as orders of coloniality and institutional racism. These orders shape temporalities, 
producing dominant historical narratives, defining legitimate educational trajectories, 
regulating timely access to resources, and imposing systemic delays on racialized and 
marginalized groups (Joshi, 2023). In our paper, we discuss vulnerabilities in migration 
on the basis of this “racial time” (Mulinari, 2021, 2024; Hanchard, 1999), in which control 
is exercised through the co-construction of time and racialization and through the frame 
of strange encounters (Ahmed, 2000). Such encounters illuminate “how the stranger is 
an effect of processes of inclusion and exclusion, or incorporation and expulsion, that 
constitute the boundaries of bodies and communities” (p. 6). We do this by focusing on 
the racialized migrant body’s encounters with societal institutions as the system in place 
for providing access to education and work. 

More specifically, we focus on youths and adults in forced migration whose linguistic 
repertoires include Arabic, and institutions in the Nordic countries Sweden and Finland. 
We regard these national contexts as being governed by hegemonic whiteness (see 
Loftsdóttir & Jensen, 2012), meaning that whiteness becomes invisibilized and non-
whiteness hypervisibilized in this context (Löfdahl et al., 2024). Whiteness is thus “a 
system of domination that is reproduced by the off-hand, instinctive denial of its very 
existence” (Schinkel, 2018, p. 16). As bell hooks (1994, p. 137) frames it, (only) “the person 
who is most powerful has the privilege of denying their body.” An institutionalized 
(neo)liberal discourse of color-evasiveness (see Hübinette & Lundström, 2014, 
regarding the Swedish context) is also intertwined with “an imaginary divide between 
the progressive West and the rest of the world” (El Tayeb, 2011, p. 93). Our focus on 
Arabic-speaking migrants as a racialized group within Western societies includes the 
intersection of language, race, ethnicity, and cultural attributes that distinguish them 
as strangers within predominantly white societies and social structures. At issue here 
are the legacies of Western (European) colonialism and racism (Hellgren, 2022; see also 
Ahmed, 2000; Masoud, 2023; Keskinen et al., 2019). Hellgren (2022, p. 1) outlines how 
early colonizers’ “value standards in which the notions of race, ethnicity, culture, and 
religion were interwoven and imposed on human beings perceived as fundamentally 
different from themselves” (as not fully human) came to shape racialization as “deeply 
inherent” in (white) Europeans’ worldviews (Hellgren, 2022, p. 1). Racialization, 
as applied to Arabic-speaking migrants, is a process by which social, political, and 
economic structures assign particular characteristics and stereotypes to this group, 
framing them within preconceived narratives of difference and inferiority (Masoud et 
al., 2023; Mulinari et al., 2009), including a generic misogynist and homophobic Muslim 
male figure that poses a threat to (a perceived) secular and liberal Europe (El Tayeb, 
2011, p. 90). This process of racialization, and the (symbolic) violence that it creates, not 
only positions subjects as strangers/outsiders but also systematically impacts their lived 
experiences. Understanding the racialization of Arabic-speaking migrants in the Nordic 
context is crucial to understanding the concept of racial time (Mulinari, 2021, see below). 
This implies that the doing of racialization is interconnected with the ways in which 
the structural inequalities imposed on racialized subjects come to be manifested as 
“impositions of human time” (Hanchard, 1999, p. 249), and these structural inequalities 
become incorporated into the modern nation-state (see Goldberg, 2002). Such processes 
are reflected in the racialized migrant body’s encounter with the institutional walls 
(Ahmed, 2019) that hinder upward and equal social mobility.
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2 	 Will and use in a neoliberal and neocolonial logic of the worthy 		
	 citizen 
The creation of differentiation—regarding who can succeed in society and its institutions—is 
closely tied to neoliberal tropes of the employable, educable, and integrateable migrant body 
(Masoud, 2023). Schinkel (2018) critiques migration research that treats “integration” as 
a “purified” practice devoid of race, and “society” as white and devoid of problems, thereby 
overlooking how the relegation of any problem to the individual (racialized non-white1) 
immigrant creates a neocolonial practice (see also Turner, 2020). Building on Gramling (2016), 
Fortier (2022) outlines how this neoliberal logic specifically ties citizenship to performed national 
language competences (jus linguarum) as a civic resource and the ultimate sign of the migrant’s 
willingness to integrate. Here, we connect the neoliberal trope of the integrateable migrant body 
to Ahmed’s interrelated notions of the willing and useful subject (see Ahmed, 2014, on will, 
and Ahmed, 2019, on use) who could, according to the same logic, be marked as the “willful 
subject” (Ahmed, 2014). Such morality tropes of social will shape perceptions of who is seen 
as a “deserving” versus an “undeserving” migrant body (Mulinari, 2021, p. 119; Turner, 2020), 
affecting those bodies that do not align with dominant norms. The willful subject lacks good will, 
which is related to being judged useless and idle, and hence includes a body in need of correction 
regarding the use of time (Ahmed, 2019). Related to time is also the notion of intensification, 
which refers to neoliberal tropes about “increasing pressure to be more productive, to work 
quicker, with more and tighter deadlines” (Atkinson, 2018, p. 957), minimizing the free disposal 
of time (see also Rosa, 2013, on increased social acceleration or expectations of speed in late-
modern temporality). To the racialized stranger, who has already been recognized as someone 
who “does not fit” (Bauman, 1997, p. 46), social will takes the form of “a pressing device,” 
building on the language of obligation, where “the will in having direction becomes directive” 
(Ahmed, 2014, p. 57). 

3 	 (Im)mobility as racialization of time
Through our empirical examples, we further the discussion about how (im)mobility 
within the system is constructed upon doing racial time, as “a relation of ruling” 
(Mulinari, 2021, p. 118; see also Ahmed, 2007). In a study of unemployed women in one 
municipality in Sweden, Mulinari (2021, p. 119) argues that “unequal appropriation, 
access and distribution of time” is a core issue within migration studies (see also Baas & 
Yeoh, 2019; Mulinari, 2024), and that “waiting, uncertainty and instability are /…/ key 
characteristics of asylum and immigration detention systems” (Mulinari, 2021, p. 123; see 
also Griffiths, 2014). Such policing of both the time and movement of the Other shapes 
the view of “the undeserving migrant and the undeserving unemployed” (Mulinari, 
2021, p. 119). A sense of immobility is also found in various reception classes for newly 
arrived students who experience waiting and uncertainty as regards moving on in the 
educational system (e.g., Nilsson Folke, 2017, Nuottaniemi, 2023). Conditions may, 
however, vary depending on the (national) context or educational practice, meaning that 
allocation of time could be more or less actively negotiated (e.g., Rotter, 2016, regarding 
asylum seekers in Scotland). Nevertheless, in Europe, people racialized as non-white 
are frequently framed as being “out of time,” either as relics of a bygone era or as not 
yet fully modern (Lentin, 2011). This framing serves to justify their exclusion from the 
present and perpetuates their marginalization. 

In this paper, we discuss how controlling the time and (im)mobility of the Other in the 
Nordic context constitutes a coercive system. We examine Arabic-speaking migrants’ 
(non)transitions first within the education system, and second into work life and the 
national body. We apply the notion of (non)transitions in a concrete sense, related to 
specific educational and/or work practices. 

1	 While all racializing terms are problematic, we here point out that non-white refers to hegemonic whiteness as 
norm, suggesting that something is lacking (see Edgo-Lodge, 2020).
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4 	 Ethnographic data from studies in Sweden and Finland

More specifically, we build our discussion on vignettes from our ethnographic data, 
drawn from field encounters in two Swedish upper secondary schools in (1) language 
introduction programs and (2) language introduction combined with national vocational 
programs. From Finland, the focus is on (3) integration training comprising transition 
to the labor market. These settings involved migrant students in forced migration. 
By discussing the racialization of time (Mulinari, 2021, 2024; Joshi, 2023), we hope to 
contribute to our current understanding of institutional walls in strange encounters, 
referring to migrant strangers who do not “already fit the requirements” (Ahmed, 2019, 
p. 171). We do not compare the systems or regulations of the two countries, but rather 
show how relatively mundane decisions within the education system can impact on (im)
mobility that is related to individual vulnerability in migration. 

The following vignettes are based on three different studies that comprise ethnographic 
data from educational settings: two from Sweden (Author 1, Author 3) and one from 
Finland (Author 2). Researcher reflexivity is vital to ethnography as an interpretive 
paradigm that requires transparency, which entails us showing our locus of enunciation, 
i.e., “the geo-political and body-political location of the subject that speaks” (Grosfoguel, 
2007, p. 213). We entered our respective ethnographic fields as researchers with a specific 
interest in migration, discourse, and education. Both Author 2 and Author 3 bring their 
own migration experiences, and their linguistic repertoire includes languages other than 
the majoritized national languages. The linguistic repertoire of Author 3 (a racialized 
white woman in Sweden) includes Finnish, and the repertoire of Author 2 from Finland 
includes Arabic. However, as Author 2 (Masoud, 2023, p. 76) notes, despite perceiving 
herself as an insider, being an Arabic-speaker with a migrant background, she remained 
in many instances an outsider. In her fieldwork, she was considered “lucky” to have 
secured employment as a researcher, while many of her interviewees were highly 
educated migrants struggling to access similar opportunities. Author 1, a Swedish-born 
and racialized white woman, came to represent “Swedishness” and the “Swedish body” 
in the eyes of the newly-arrived migrant adolescents. 

Our data include fieldnotes and transcribed audio recordings from observations and 
interviews. We have each previously published findings from our respective studies, and 
for the purpose of this paper have written vignettes based on our respective datasets (in 
which all names are pseudonyms). In line with Blackledge and Creese (2023), we grant 
fieldnotes and vignettes the same status as other ethnographic data, meaning that these 
forms of representation do not merely constitute background. With our three examples, 
we illuminate the racialization of time through non-transitions in different forms of 
education, and as bordering practices, where language plays a crucial role (see Fortier, 
2022; Schinkel, 2018). Vignette 1 touches on the significant role of performed national 
language competences via The Swedish National Test, which is crucial for academic 
success in the Swedish school. Vignette 2 illustrates struggling students and teachers 
within vocational education, where teachers were not prepared to cater to Swedish 
language learning requirements. Vignette 3 shows how insufficient time takes hold of 
the individual racialized student, regimenting personal time, and thus life. 

4.1 	Vignette 1: A language introduction program in Sweden (Author 1)

First, we draw on an ethnographic study—spanning more than two terms—conducted 
with a class of newly arrived students in Sweden who attended what is referred to as 
a language introduction program in the national majority language Swedish in one upper 
secondary school (Hedman & Cunningham, 2025). These programs are open to students 
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between 16 and 20 years old. During our fieldwork, migrant students could be granted 
a residence permit based on studies at upper secondary level (Hedman & Cunningham, 
2025). The main goal of the language introduction program is for participants to access 
mainstream education, and “as soon as possible” (the Upper Secondary School Ordinance, 
Swedish Law 2010:2039). How one reaches this goal is, however, not regulated. At this 
particular school, the Swedish as a Second Language teachers Anna and Bo used the 
final National Test in Swedish as a Second Language as an important benchmark for 
the test that they set and marked. These national standards, equivalent to the final year 
of compulsory schooling, thus formed the basis for deciding who qualified to enter a 
national program (Hedman & Cunningham, 2025). Tests are, however, not only used as 
a standard way to assess in Swedish as a Second Language, but in all courses in Swedish 
upper secondary schools.

In the program under study, most students originated from various zones or countries 
of warfare and conflict in Africa, Asia, and South America. The students were taught 
both Swedish as a Second Language and English and some of them also attended a 
mainstream class in other school subjects. At the time, the students in language 
introduction were not offered the number of subjects required to become eligible to enter 
an academic program at upper secondary level. So, although they wanted to enroll in an 
academic program, many students only became eligible to enter a vocational program. 
Due to their status as newly arrived, moving to another school in another municipality 
was not an option for all of them.

Based on fieldnotes and audio transcripts from the Swedish language learning 
classroom and interviews with students and teachers, Vignette 1 focuses on one of the 
students, Mehar, who came from a country in Asia. Arabic was part of Mehar’s linguistic 
repertoire. His biography further reveals that his residency and housing situation were 
precarious, and had been so for some time. The students in language introduction had 
previously been taught in a separate building before they moved to the main building 
to come closer to the “mainstream students.” In this school, the majority of students and 
schoolteachers were racialized as white Swedish-born residents living in the relatively 
affluent municipality around the school. The situation of the newly arrived students 
thus starkly contrasted with the situation of the mainstream students, and the newly 
arrived students became racialized as non-white in this context (see Löfdahl et al., 2024). 

Given the importance attached to the National Test in Swedish as a Second Language 
for eligibility to apply for a national program at the upper secondary level, the Swedish 
language teachers prepared the students for this test. Anna taught the more advanced 
language learners, while Bo taught the very beginners. Through joint efforts, they did 
their best to help the students pass the National Test in a very short time but they were 
frustrated with the under-resourced language introduction program having only two 
teachers who taught Swedish as a Second Language, in only a few lessons per week. 
Failing the students at the end of the academic year could have severe consequences, 
which both teachers and students were aware of. The students could end up in precarious 
situations regarding finances and housing, and they might have to move to another 
municipality or leave the country. Narratives about former students who were now 
“gone” were circulating and in one semester Mehar came to represent such a student 
(see Vignette 1).

Vignette 1: Mehar had already moved house and schools several times in Sweden, and he 
had also failed to proceed beyond language introduction in previous school(s). He came 
to the class eager to make progress, to finally be able to enter a national program at the 
upper secondary level, and he was notably active in class. In group work, he made much 
effort to take tasks and discussions further, with or without support from his peers, and 
he always contributed to whole class discussions. On one occasion, when a student did 
not want to read aloud the story that he had written (when the students had been asked 
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to write a fairy tale), Mehar asked if he could read this story to the class. This suggestion 
was highly appreciated by the student who had written the story, and also by the teacher 
Anna. Mehar read the story with visible engagement. It was notable how he generally 
presented himself in good spirits during these Swedish language lessons as well as in the 
interview. In class, he was often heard giving positive feedback such as “yes, hundred 
percent!” to what was said.

When the academic year was about to come to an end, Anna told Mehar that he needed 
to improve his writing, and that he needed to do his homework. In the interview, Mehar 
said that he did not know what to do with the homework, where to start, and how to 
proceed, and that he needed guidance to be able to complete the assignments on his 
own. At the end of the semester, Mehar was informed that he had not passed the test 
and would not be able to move on to a national program. This same day I met Mehar 
at the bus stop outside the school building after one of the final lessons, and the happy 
spirit was gone. He sat, hanging his head, and I did not want to disturb him. Earlier that 
day in the school’s cafeteria, I had met Anna and some of her other students who had 
not passed the test. They discussed their results, and Anna said to one of the students 
what she previously had told me: “but you did not want to learn Swedish.” According 
to Anna, this was the case because many of the students did not do their homework, 
Mehar included. It was important to Anna that her students did their homework because 
she had found that the lessons alone did not produce the progress required. Both Anna 
and Bo were also very frustrated about not being able to support all their students in 
the language learning classes. Mehar did not come back to the language introduction 
program the next semester and Anna does not know what has happened to him. 

Vignette 1 demonstrates the role of emotions in this non-transition—Mehar’s repeated 
efforts in class are rewarded with another failure, showing his embodied discomfort and 
lost spirit. The ruling of time, as a “straightening device” (Ahmed, 2006), here takes the 
shape of a high-stakes language test that comes to represent an institutional wall (Ahmed, 
2014) for Mehar and the other students who did not transition into the national education 
program. The requirement to successfully complete this test in a short period of time thus 
ends in immobility. The built-in demand for “speeded” efforts (see Rosa, 2013) becomes 
a stopping device (Ahmed, 2006) that discounts precarious conditions in trajectories 
of forced migration and in this case, Mehar’s struggle to complete his homework on 
his own. Entering a national program is here constructed to be dependent upon time 
spent in institutionally controlled ways outside of school as well, and “failure” to use the 
time imposed on students like Mehar is seen as a lack of will to learn Swedish (Ahmed, 
2014). Vignette 1 presents not only a frustrated student/s, but also frustrated teachers 
in a system of support that does not suffice, hereby linking the observed difficulties to 
structural challenges such as a lack of time and material resources. In fact, the system 
does not contribute to the goal of advancement and mobility for all of those who enter, 
nor is there space for negotiating the devices of timing (see Rotter, 2016). Moreover, 
the system’s control of the racialized migrant body’s path into the education system in 
non-inclusive ways (i.e., linear and fast) becomes interconnected with the racialization 
of time/spatiality/mobility (Mulinari, 2021, 2024), where failing on this path may have 
severe consequences for the migrant body, including the risk of deportation (see Mulinari, 
2021; Turner, 2020). To Mehar and others in similar precarious life situations, the control 
system of time and mobility turns into a power regime of “waiting, uncertainty and 
instability” (Mulinari, 2021, p. 123), and we do not know the extent of the consequences.

4.2 	Vignette 2: From a language introduction program combined with upper secondary 	
	 vocational education in Sweden (Author 3)
In this section, we build on an interview study with vocational teachers regarding the 
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teaching practices geared toward newly arrived students who studied a combination of 
Swedish language introduction and upper secondary vocational courses (Paul, 2023). 

Vignette 2 draws on notes, audio recordings, and transcriptions from interviews with 
three Building and Construction teachers working at the same school, two of whom 
were interviewed together and one separately. Simon and Jacob taught two different 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) courses within language introduction for 
newly arrived students. The VET courses aimed at this student group were, in this case, 
local creations containing parts of the regular course in the national VET program. The 
courses that Simon and Jacob taught comprised only two of the 12 aspects of the regulated 
core content in the first basic course, Building and Construction 1. Andreas taught the 
subsequent parts of the course that contained workplace-based learning. Within the 
national VET programs, workplace-based learning is a requirement that is often framed as 
a pathway to securing a future job, thus making it a desirable part of VET. All the teachers 
interviewed said that the asylum-seeking students wanted workplace-based learning as 
a way of guaranteeing future employment and thereby securing the opportunity to stay 
in the country. Since 2015, Sweden has adopted increasingly restrictive asylum policies 
(see e.g., Swedish Law, 2016:752; Government bill, 2020/21:191). Asylum-seeking youth 
who have turned 18 must secure legal, often full-time employment within six months of 
completing upper secondary education to qualify for a residence permit. 

In the interviews, Simon and Jacob said that they really wanted to “tell it how it is” 
so that everyone would know what was going on, especially politicians who, according 
to them, knew nothing about the reality of vocational education. In my notes, I have 
written that they seemed frustrated by their teaching situation but also excited to finally 
have someone wanting to listen to their experiences. Their frustration pertained to the 
lack of support for the new task they had been assigned: teaching VET courses to newly 
arrived students in the language introduction program. They were not offered any 
additional training, nor was there any teaching material available for this student group 
in their vocational subjects. Also, the vocational classrooms were located at a distance 
from the school building where the “academic” subjects were taught, including Swedish 
as a Second Language. This further delimited the possibility of the VET teachers getting 
support from the Swedish language teachers. However, Andreas, who taught the 
subsequent VET course (from which many of the newly arrived students had dropped 
out), had some telephone contact with one Swedish as a Second Language teacher.

Vignette 2: In the interview, Jacob and Simon contrasted the students’ hopes of getting a 
job through vocational education with their not understanding that vocational education 
was “a formal education.” Because of this, Simon said, “we demanded that they should 
know that oh, we had a lot of tests.” Jacob also explained that to succeed in their courses 
“you have to know Swedish, plain and simple,” adding that the language used in 
Building and Construction was a new kind of Swedish for regular vocational students as 
well. Later in the interview, Simon talked about it being problematic with one group of 
students speaking in one language, and another group speaking another language, and 
how this minoritized language use made the Swedish-speaking students feel insecure: 
“We emphasized strongly in our classrooms and in our school that Swedish should be 
spoken,” he said, sounding exasperated that the students did not heed this demand.

In addition to the written tests, the teachers talked about assigning the students 
homework. Jacob explained: “We just sent out homework. Also Swedish, this with 
vocational… with tools and stuff. [...] I don’t think we received any answers to what we 
sent out. It was totally meaningless.” Also, the teachers described the students as being 
late, leading to them locking the door in the mornings and not opening it until the first 
break. But they later explained that some of the students worked night shifts in cash-in-
hand types of situations, and said that they were dismayed by how the students were 
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being taken advantage of in such illicit jobs. Despite their negative sentiments about 
newly arrived students as a group studying in VET, Jacob and Simon were very concerned 
about the asylum-seeking students’ situation, especially regarding those they described 
as “wanting to learn.” They were referring to the students who did not meet the 
requirement of employment hours post upper secondary school to be granted permanent 
residence in Sweden. 

Andreas, also a Building and Construction teacher at the same school, recurrently 
returned to this issue in his interview. He connected it to the building and construction 
sector in which the vocational standards and racism create hindrances for the migrant 
students. He reflected on how the education system does not consider the newly arrived 
students’ learning needs, including a slower pace: “You cannot accelerate in the same 
way [as with the regular students],” here connecting study pace both to learning a 
new language and the migrant students’ vulnerable situation. Andreas explained that 
his job was not just being a teacher but being “a mother, a father, a psychologist, a 
youth leader, and everything.” He highlighted how the regulations within the building 
and construction sector in Sweden created hindrances to accessing workplace-based 
learning: “To get access to a construction site you need a particular kind of ID card, and 
if they don’t have a social security number they fall through.” Andreas also described 
the difficulties in finding Swedish building and construction companies that were 
willing to take on newly arrived students, because the companies preferred “regular” 
VET students. He found it unfavorable for the newly arrived student to be assigned a 
placement in a company where everyone was “foreign”, because these companies tend 
to be in Sweden for a short time and for contract-based work only. This sentiment can 
be understood in relation to the increase in workplace-based accidents (which was a 
shared understanding in the interview; see, for instance, Samuelsson, 2024). Andreas 
also pondered about how the newly arrived students got access to only a fragment of the 
courses in VET. He said this kind of incomplete vocational education hinders participants 
from securing an apprenticeship after upper secondary school because future employers 
do not value incomplete courses or the completion of basic courses only. Completion of 
an apprenticeship period is a requirement for receiving a vocational certificate, which can 
only be attained if a company is willing to hire you as an apprentice.

Vignette 2 outlines several hindrances the migrant body encounters in VET, showing 
how racialization is entangled with spatial and temporal control. Narrowly interpreted 
Swedish language proficiency requirements served as a barrier in the first two course 
parts. In their teaching, Simon and Jacob emphasized the necessity of understanding 
written safety instructions in Swedish as a key reason for requiring a certain level of 
Swedish language skills. However, it was teaching activities such as connecting words 
with pictures of tools, being assigned similar homework, and then having a test that 
worked as stopping devices (Ahmed, 2006). The teachers described how the students’ 
reactions to these activities influenced how they came to perceive the students and 
engage with them. The VET teachers focused on how the students’ test results indicated 
a lack of motivation and interest in learning, thereby constructing them as the “wrong 
kind of students” for VET (Paul, 2023). The students were thus made into willful subjects 
(Ahmed, 2014), who were unwilling to do homework, to arrive on time, to heed the 
demand to speak only Swedish, and to learn—the racialized trope of the unwilling, 
undeserving migrant. The tests that the teachers created regulated student access to 
the development of vocational skills in workshops. These workshops, in turn, were a 
prerequisite for accessing workplace-based learning. In this way, the bodies not aligned 
with the norm were interrupted in their educational trajectories and construed as 
undeserving (of the education) and unwilling to integrate. The narratives of Simon and 
Jacob reflect a critical stance toward the participation of newly arrived students in VET 
courses, implying that they perceive these students as not suitable for the education. 



56	 Using your time wisely? 

Such questioning works as an instrument of stopping, highlighting the “stranger” who 
is out of place (Ahmed, 2000, 2006). 

The newly arrived students who were able to pass through the obstacles in the first 
two course parts could continue to Andreas’s course and workplace-based learning. 
Yet, they still encountered a system of exclusionary practices, indicating how the 
rendering of migrant students as out of place is a structural issue within the building 
and construction sector. The lack of a Swedish social security number was one hindrance 
to accessing construction sites. Andreas asserted that racism is a well-known problem 
within the sector (see, e.g., Byggcheferna, 2024) and that this also barred access to 
certain companies. This means that limited placements were available. Newly arrived 
students’ possibilities of securing a job that fulfilled the requirements for residency 
through workplace-based learning shrank when the only companies available were 
subcontractors in project-based (time-limited) work. Educational trajectories are thus 
shaped differently for the racialized bodies of the migrant students compared to a white 
Swedish-born VET student, illuminating how racial time is interwoven with division of 
labor and racial capitalism (Mulinari, 2024). This entwinement is starkly demonstrated 
in the way migrant students working night shifts were described as being tardy for not 
being on time for mornings classes and were physically locked out until first break. 
Furthermore, the three-year education does not provide enough time for the migrant 
students to develop both vocational and academic language in Swedish and vocational 
skills at a pace that considers their challenging circumstances. The racialization of time 
becomes tangible in how the post-upper-secondary system requires a certain amount of 
time as an apprentice for obtaining a vocational certificate, and subsequently for securing 
better opportunities for employment and salary. Securing a post-upper-secondary 
apprenticeship is tied to completing the VET courses, which the migrant students were 
not able to accomplish within the given timeframe—positioning them as out of sync 
with the normative VET path. The migrant students are thus, within this system, unable 
to fulfil the requirements of becoming an employable and thus integrateable subject 
(Masoud, 2023). 

4.3 	Vignette 3: From non-transitions in work life in Finland (Author 2)

In this section, we draw on Masoud’s (2023) study, which examines Finnish integration 
policies and practices designed to integrate people categorized as refugees and migrants 
into the labor market. Masoud’s research reveals significant challenges within these 
programs, highlighting how systemic and institutional issues related to temporality 
and racism complicate the integration process (Masoud et al., 2023). The focus is on 
labor-market-oriented integration as employment and employability, still seen as the 
key factors for “successful” integration, even though policies suggest otherwise. The 
vignette illustrates the expectations placed on migrants to secure employment as part of 
their integration journey and their ability to become integrateable (Masoud et al., 2019; 
Masoud et al., 2020). 

Vignette 3 focuses on Salma, drawing on an interview and observation notes from 
author 2’s research. Salma participated in an integration program designed to accelerate 
entry into the labor market. Unlike the standard integration pathway, which typically 
begins with approximately nine months of intensive language courses, this program 
combined language learning with vocational education from the outset. Salma was 
enrolled in the stage aimed at obtaining a vocational qualification, which is expected to 
take two to three years. As part of the integration training, this program also included an 
on-the-job learning period, often referred to as the practical part.

 Salma’s journey, emblematic of many migrants in integration, reveals a stark reality: 
while the promise of integration hinges on language acquisition, practical experience, 
and finding a job as quickly as possible, the system is fraught with challenges that hinder 
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true progress.

Vignette 3: Salma’s day began with full-time Finnish language studies, yet the promise 
of acquiring language fluency in Finnish remained elusive. Despite her best efforts, 
the transition to the practical work phase intended to bridge classroom learning with 
real-world experience proved daunting. By the time she reached this stage, her Finnish 
proficiency was still insufficient, which was a gap that severely impeded her ability to 
practice and develop professional skills effectively.

Salma explained how the practical work phase, designed to offer hands-on experience, 
instead became a barrier—the teaching methods and approaches do not adequately 
prepare the student for this critical phase, and one is left to struggle to meet the 
expectations of the workplace training. One of the biggest problems Salma highlighted is 
that there was no proper mentorship and she found herself navigating this phase alone, 
lacking the guidance needed to bridge the gap between theory and practice. She shared 
that during her time in practical work she faced racism and a lack of trust, which made 
her feel as though no one had time for her. Despite this, she experienced pressure to keep 
going, and felt she had no choice but to push through these challenges on her own. For 
example, when she faced a family crisis concerning her parents, she was unable to visit 
them due to the fear of being penalized in her integration process. 

Salma, like many others, expressed frustration because she felt blamed for problems for 
which she was not responsible. Although extensive studying was required, insufficient 
time was provided. Similarly, mastering the language quickly and finding a job even 
faster were constant pressures. Salma shared that the stress mounted throughout the day, 
leading to moments when she could no longer concentrate or continue. Despite this, she 
was told to keep pushing because there was no time to lose. She was urged to “use your 
time wisely” and told, “you can’t take a break.” She was reassured that this was only 
temporary, and with enough studying and trying, she would eventually find a job and 
integrate. 

As highlighted in Vignette 3, Salma recalls being repeatedly told by teachers and mentors 
that there was “no time to lose,” with even moments of rest framed as wasted time. Here, 
time functions as a disciplinary mechanism within the integration system, where delays 
or deviations from the expected trajectory can result in punitive consequences such as 
reductions in benefits or removal from the program. These outcomes are often framed 
as individual failures, reinforcing a neoliberal logic that focuses on employability, 
productivity, and personal responsibility, while obscuring the structural inequalities—
such as racism—that shape migrants’ experiences (Masoud et al., 2020; Masoud, 2023). 
This pressure has intensified under the new restrictions and revised integration act, 
which came into force at the beginning of 2025 (Finnish Government, 2024). This further 
narrows the space for care, rest, and recognition of migrants’ diverse life circumstances.

Salma remained unemployed and exhausted despite having done everything she 
could and despite being the “ideal student” in the eyes of the integration system. This 
“ideal” student or migrant is someone who meets all the expectations—hardworking, 
determined, and compliant—yet it is never enough (see Anderson, 2013). No matter 
how much she achieves, she is still not considered good enough or integrateable. Many 
migrants, like Salma, end up in positions where they cannot fully apply their skills, 
leading to ineffective practice and professional growth. This issue is not merely a matter 
of individual struggle, but a reflection of a broader systemic problem rooted in the 
concept of racism and the doing of racial time. 

The Finnish integration system often perpetuates delays and presents barriers that 
disproportionately affect people who are racialized as non-white, reinforcing their 
marginalization rather than facilitating equal inclusion (Masoud et al., 2023; Kurki et 
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al., 2019; Karimi et al., 2023). This misalignment between educational outcomes and 
workplace expectations highlights how racial time operates in practice. Migrants are 
often placed on a delayed trajectory in which the time required to reach work–practice 
levels is disproportionately extended compared to their non-racialized peers. The 
integration system often prioritizes integrateable subjects, those who fit predefined 
criteria for successful integration, typically measured by employment and language 
acquisition, and constant ableness (Masoud, 2023; Masoud et al., 2019). This narrow 
focus overlooks the complex realities of each person’s life, including vulnerabilities in 
migration, their pre-migration experiences, and their ongoing personal struggles. For 
example, when Salma had a family crisis, she chose not to visit them because she worried 
that this would jeopardize her planned integration trajectory. While in academic settings 
such situations are acknowledged and accommodations such as holidays or breaks 
are granted, Salma must continue to show that she is capable, adaptable, and ready 
to integrate, without showing any sign of weakness or vulnerability. This pressure to 
constantly demonstrate ableness overlooks her humanity and the many challenges she 
faces beyond the institutional demands placed upon her.

The dynamic echoes what Mulinari (2024) articulates through the example of a woman 
who asks why she cannot enjoy an ice cream in the sun with her son. Her belief that 
she has no time for such a seemingly simple act reveals how participants in integration 
programs feel they are denied access to rest, leisure, or deviation from institutional 
expectations. Mulinari’s notion of racial time (2021) helps illuminate how time itself 
becomes racialized—whose time is respected, whose life rhythms are acknowledged, 
and who is granted the freedom to pause, care, and simply be. In Salma’s case, the 
pressure to continually prove her worth within the integration system not only erases 
her humanity but also exposes how racialized migrants are systematically denied the 
temporal rights afforded to others. Her experience reveals how institutional structures 
disregard the lived complexities of racialized life and impose a narrow temporality that 
privileges productivity over wellbeing. Although stress and mental health challenges 
are prevalent among migrants and refugees, these issues are frequently overlooked and 
insufficiently addressed within integration frameworks (see Masoud et al., 2023; Kurki, 
2020).

Thus, time is measured differently for those who are racialized as non-white and 
unemployed. This expectation to conform to the dominant timeline ignores the ongoing 
impact of racism on their lives. In Salma’s case, even after facing racism and a lack of 
trust in her practical work, she is expected to show up every day, perform at her best, and 
never falter. She must continually prove her competence, perseverance, and dedication, 
regardless of the mental and emotional toll this takes on her. As Mulinari (2021, p. 117) 
discusses, the “policing of time in the unemployment complex” particularly affects those 
who face the dual disadvantage of being categorized as both migrants and unemployed. 
Phrases like “use your time wisely” or “you can’t take a break” that were constantly 
communicated by teachers emphasize the relentless pressure to keep pushing forward, 
even when rest is desperately needed. This pressure mirrors the experiences of Salma 
and other students in Author 2’s study, who, despite doing everything right, were still 
left feeling exhausted, frustrated, and never good enough.

5 	 Concluding discussion
In this paper, by examining Arabic-speaking migrants’ non-transitions within the 
education system and into work life, we discuss how controlling the time and (im)mobility 
of the Other in Finland and Sweden constitutes a coercive system that imposes systemic 
delays on racialized and marginalized bodies (Joshi, 2023). We find that the challenges in 
the bordering practices under study (see Fortier, 2022; Schinkel, 2018; Turner, 2020) lie in 
how the educational system’s temporal constraints and inadequate support contribute 
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to the institutional walls outlined above. As our data suggest, vocational training did 
not entail a straightforward or linear transition into work life and the national body. 
The racialization of time manifests in these systemic delays, making it harder for the 
migrant body to achieve meaningful integration and professional development. Our 
data also show how the racialization of time and its role in shaping disquietude are 
tied to integration and national language testing (see Fortier, 2022). In our examples, 
the ideals of seamless integration and equality remain an elusive promise, highlighting 
the need for a critical reevaluation of how these programs address and overcome the 
challenges posed by racialized time as a stopping device that keeps the “unfit” (Bauman, 
1997) migrant body out of classrooms and workplaces.

To better understand the mechanisms for succeeding or failing in transitions within 
the educational system as a systemic process of strange encounters, the lack of good 
will becomes a vital explanatory feature (Ahmed, 2014, p. 57), as is evident in negative 
discourses on migration and the migrant’s “unwilling(ness) to integrate” (Ahmed, 2019, 
p. 128). Failure to succeed in the linear national education system may thus translate 
into a rhetoric of the unwilling migrant. Building on McRuer (2006), Ahmed (2014, p. 
109) concludes that willingness might be required when one is not able (“willing not 
able”), and “compulsory able-bodiedness could [therefore] be thought of as a will duty.” 
Mobility within the education system could thus be seen to be contingent upon the figure 
of willingness and compulsory able-bodiedness. 

We also note how discourses and regimes of intensification (Atkinson, 2018) tap into 
majority-language education for recently arrived migrants (e.g., Tett & Hamilton, 2019) 
and how frustrated teachers are not able to meet the needs of their students within the 
system. However, because time is not “race neutral” (Mahadeo, 2019, p. 187), we need 
to acknowledge the double pressure of being both an immigrant and racialized as non-
white to understand the role of intensification in the unequal distribution of time (see 
Mulinari, 2024). 

Considering the example of employment integration for migrants, the identified barriers 
often resulted in prolonged periods of education, unemployment, underemployment, or 
precarious working conditions, thus reflecting how racialized time operates by delaying 
educational and professional progress. Despite such systemic delays, migrants are often 
expected to become integrateable quickly, to “get over” the challenges they face, and 
to integrate seamlessly into the workforce. This focus on productivity and measurable 
success can blind us to what truly matters in our encounters with others. Under such a 
regime, we often miss both the structural barriers and the signs of stress or the underlying 
reasons behind someone’s struggles because the system does not acknowledge their full 
humanity. This implies that we may fail to recognize the immense learning and effort 
someone has put in, because they did not pass a test or secure a job. In demanding that 
they meet rigid standards of integration, we overlook their lived experiences, resilience, 
and contributions that do not fit neatly within the dominant racial temporalities that 
structure institutional metrics. 

Before concluding this paper, we reflect upon how stranger encounters of otherwise 
could challenge narratives of the strange encounter. In line with Sarah Ahmed’s work, 
we argue that one should not be expected to get over something that is ongoing. Racism, 
the threat of deportation, precarious work circumstances, and unemployment constitute 
a pervasive and persistent structure that does not simply disappear when racialized 
people choose to ignore it or work harder to overcome it. The demand to “get over it” is 
itself a form of silencing that denies the reality of ongoing oppression and the necessity 
of confronting it (see also Dotson, 2011). Instead, meaningful change can occur through 
encounters that disrupt these oppressive systems (e.g., Ahmed, 2000), which we refer to 
as stranger encounters of otherwise. These encounters, whether in the form of solidarity, 
mutual recognition, or acts of care, create spaces in which students are not merely forced 
to adapt to an unjust system but are affirmed in their experiences and struggles. These 
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are important components of what bell hooks refers to as radical pedagogy (hooks, 1994). 
Such moments of connection offer a way forward, beyond the limitations of institutional 
responses, by fostering a sense of belonging and collective resilience that counters the 
isolation and exhaustion often felt by students enrolled in language and integration 
training. In this way, encounters can be transformative, offering hope and agency 
where the system falls short. We acknowledge, however, that the educational system’s 
temporal constraints and inadequate support need to be addressed on a structural 
level. Also, in many parts of this system, this inadequate support translates into lack 
of material resources. Nevertheless, we must find operating principles in educational 
and integrational settings that better meet the challenges outlined in this paper. As 
researchers, we are compelled to be attentive to alternative educational and integrational 
pathways that offer more sustainable approaches, as stranger encounters of otherwise.
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