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Dying is normal, dying with the coronavirus is not: a
sociological analysis of the implicit norms behind the
criticism of Swedish ‘exceptionalism’

Michael Grothe-Hammer a and Steffen Roth b

aDepartment of Sociology and Political Science, Norwegian University of Science and Technology,
Trondheim, Norway; bDepartment of Social Research, University of Turku, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
From the outset of the coronavirus crisis, Sweden has been heavyily criticized
for its exceptional pandemic mitigation policy. Sweden is often accused
pursuing an abnormal and ‘disastrous strategy’ that puts its citizens’ lives
at risk. In this article, we analyze the most widespread criticisms of
Swedish ‘exceptionalism’, in order to identify and describe the prevailing
implicit norms on which the criticisms are based. While the explicitly
proclaimed norms assert that the anti-pandemic measures are aimed at
keeping the number of infections below the maximum capacities of the
national health systems, the implicit norms turn out to be significantly
different, i.e. primarily about the number of coronavirus-related deaths.
Moreover, we point out that this norm is not about protecting lives in
general, but only about protecting people from dying with a coronavirus
infection. We argue that this implicit norm is asymmetric and therefore
not tenable, because it implies that a death from the coronavirus is
considered more important than a death from another infection. Against
this backdrop, we conclude by discussing possible future developments of
this norm and call for an international public debate about how much
protection against infectious diseases society should provide in general –
not only against one particular disease.
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Introduction

In the first months of the COVID-19 crisis in 2020, Sweden was broadly cri-
ticized, particularly by European media, health experts, and scientists, for its
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exceptional pandemic mitigation policy. Beginning in early 2020, a novel
coronavirus began to spread around the world, resulting in a worldwide pan-
demic. Most European countries began to become affected in February or
March and, from then onwards, experienced a sharp increase of infection
numbers, triggering the employment of anti-pandemic measures (The
Local 2020). Unlike most other European countries which temporarily
imposed wide-ranging lockdowns and other strict measures, Sweden chose
a less restrictive strategy for dealing with this novel coronavirus by opting
for softer measures, such as voluntary social distancing, rather than extensive
closures and lockdowns (Irwin 2020). Critics condemned this Swedish strat-
egy as a ‘historic mistake’ (Baker 2020), a ‘fatal error’ (Pieper 2020), and a
‘mad experiment’ (Marcus Carlsson cited in Henley 2020a), commonly
accusing Sweden of needlessly risking the lives of its citizens and urging a
radical course correction. Although, prima facie, the reasons for these criti-
cisms may seem self-evident, we believe that it is worth scrutinizing the
underlying norms.

Social norms pertain to expectations about acceptable behaviors or
actions (Goffman 1971; Luhmann 2020). Large societal crises usually
challenge and transform existing norms and bring about new ones
(Andreotti et al. 2013; Grasso and Giugni 2019; Zambarloukou 2015).
Correspondingly, the current COVID-19 crisis has already changed
social norms by the time we finish writing this article. In this article,
we analyze critical norms at stake, as well as potential norm changes
that occurred in the first months of the crisis until July 2020.

In scrutinizing the criticisms of Swedish ‘exceptionalism’ (Palm 2020)
as expressed by health professionals, scientists, and mass media represen-
tatives, we detect a significant divergence between officially proclaimed
norms (which we call ‘norm texts’) and the underlying norm concepts
that have emerged in the course of the crisis.1 Whereas the official
main goal of the pandemic mitigation interventions has been to keep
the health system from getting overburdened, we observe the emergence
of an implicit norm actually focused on the prevention of deaths related
to a coronavirus infection. We point out that this norm is thereby not
about protecting lives per se, but merely about preventing people from
dying from or with a coronavirus infection. Hence, we argue that this
implicit norm is asymmetric and thus not tenable, because it implies

1We are aware that other countries have also faced harsh criticisms. However, for this article, we have
wanted to concentrate on West European democracies. Among those, Sweden has exhibited a rela-
tively stable strategy and hence persistent criticism – in contrast to other countries such as the
United Kingdom.
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that a death from the novel coronavirus is more important than a death
from another infection, such as influenza. Against this backdrop, we con-
clude by discussing possible future developments of this norm and call
for an international debate about how much protection against infectious
diseases our society should provide in general – not only against one par-
ticular infectious disease.

Implicit social norms

The prevailing norms of a society or other social systems are often hard to
define. Even though there is a wealth of explicit expectations of socially
desirable behaviors or situations, these official ‘norm texts’ (Luhmann
2000: 29) often have little to do with the actual prevailing norms (Valen-
tinov 2019; Roth et al. 2019). Many norms that guide actual behavior
remain implicit (Luetzelberger 2014). They emerge and are sustained
by ‘unspoken’ or taken-for-granted, self-evident social processes
(Garfinkel 1967; Revilla et al. 2018) and are always supported by the
possibility of sanctioning (Goffman 1971). Hence, implicit norms
surface when sanctions of ‘deviant’ behaviors occur.

In sociology, it is therefore a well-established strategy to search for vio-
lations or breaches, in order to identify valid implicit norms (e.g.
Garfinkel 1967; Goffman 1971; Luhmann 2000). Norm violations are
often easily recognized, as they are readily observable when violators
face explicit criticism or even outrage in the face of the allegedmisconduct
or unacceptable situation. Such criticism commonly expresses what is
wrong and why, which facilitates the reconstruction of the actual norms
underlying the criticism. For that reason, Niklas Luhmann (2000) even
went so far as to assert not only that violation makes the norm visible,
but that ‘the norm is actually only generated through the violation’ (29).

In the case of the 2020 coronavirus crisis, the widespread criticism of
Sweden’s response seems to indicate its ‘exceptionalism’ violated a norm.
Many countries have explicitly codified norms regarding socially correct
behavior, such as mandatory face masks in certain situations. The case of
Sweden, by contrast, allows us to gain initial insights into some of the
implicit norms that have emerged.

Analyzing the criticism of the Swedish strategy

To explore the criteria against which the Swedish strategy is measured, we
need to first take a look at the explicit evaluation criteria and, thus, the
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official ‘norm texts’. These are broadly unambiguous. The media and
politicians in many European countries pretty much everywhere agree
that the main goal of the pandemic interventions has been ‘to ensure hos-
pitals and medical staff are not overwhelmed’ (Beall 2020; see also: Berres
and Evers 2020; Bidder et al. 2020; Edwards 2020; Gallagher 2020;
Roberts 2020; The Brussels Times 2020). For instance, German Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel (2020) declared

The goal is to design the measures in a way that our health care system will not
be overwhelmed.2 (see also: Bennhold and Eddy 2020)

The official goal formulations expressed by other political leaders, such as
the British Prime Minister Boris Johnson (2020) or the French President
Emmanuel Macron (2020), are very similar. Even Sweden has officially
subscribed to precisely this goal (Orange 2020b). This overall goal is
famously condensed into the ‘flatten the curve’ graph (Figure 1) that has
gone ‘viral’ (Baue and Thurm 2020; Roberts 2020) around the world, and
which features a horizontal line indicating themaximum carrying capacity
of the respective national health system as the critical threshold for the
curve of infections (for exemplary explanations, see Black et al. 2020;
Chow and Abbruzzese 2020; Milman 2020; Roberts 2020; Weber 2020).

‘Flattening the curve’ of coronavirus infections to levels below the
maximum capacities and thus avoiding an overburdening of the national
health systems can thus be seen as the stated major goal of the anti-pan-
demic strategies – the official ‘norm text’ – throughout Europe.

However, in the case of criticisms of Sweden, it is apparent that this
official ‘norm text’ is incongruent with the factual norms at stake for
many European news media, health professionals, and scientists. In fact,
from the outset, Swedenhas been successful in pursuing precisely this strat-
egy: At no time has the Swedish health system been overburdened (Löfgren
2020; Ringstrom2020; Savage 2020b).Atno timehas Swedenbeen compar-
able to Northern Italy. Rather, Sweden has always contained the spread of
the coronavirus to such an extent that the numbers ofCOVID-19 cases have
always been below the maximum capacity of its health system – exactly as
shown in Figure 1 (Kavaliunas et al. 2020). Therefore, if we measure the
Swedish strategy against the official ‘norm text’, then we find that Sweden
has actually been very successful in complying with the ostensible norm.

Nevertheless, in an empirical study published in July 2020, Irwin
(2020) declared that the claim that ‘the Swedish approach is failing’ (1)

2Translated from German by the authors.
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is broadly present in international media coverage. Whereas there have
been some media articles or expert statements appraising the Swedish
approach positively (e.g. Erixon 2020; Karlson et al. 2020; Orange
2020a; Salo 2020), strong negative criticism by news media, medical pro-
fessionals, and scientists around the world seems to have been much
more widespread so far (Jha 2020). Therefore, the sharp contrast
between Sweden’s positive performance and negative evaluation shows
that the official ‘norm text’ does not reflect the norms on which the criti-
cism of Sweden is actually based.

In order to identify the actual norms at stake among the critics, we
need to review the arguments advanced to criticize the Swedish strategy.
To do so, we systematically collected news media articles reporting, dis-
cussing, or commenting on the Swedish strategy. To account for a diver-
sity of sources, we selected English-language, non-tabloid digital news
outlets from the three most populous European countries, as well as
outlets with a particular European focus. We selected ‘The Telegraph’
(telegraph.co.uk) and ‘The Guardian’ (theguardian.com) as reputable
outlets in the United Kingdom, ‘Spiegel International’ (the English edition
of the German outlet ‘Der Spiegel’; www.spiegel.de/international/) and
‘Deutsche Welle’ (dw.com) for Germany, and ‘France 24’ (france24.com)
for France. In addition, we selected ‘Euronews’ (euronews.com) and ‘The
Local’ in the ‘Europe Edition’ (thelocal.com) as specifically European
outlets. For each website, we searched for articles using the combination
of the terms ‘Sweden’ and ‘coronavirus’. We then downloaded every
article published between March and July 2020 reporting, discussing, or
commenting on the Swedish coronavirus response strategy. In addition,
we unsystematically searched the internet search engine ‘Google’ with
several combinations of terms to find related articles from other inter-
national news media. Finally, both authors had already started collecting

Figure 1. ‘COVID-19 health care limit’ by Johannes Kalliauer; https://de.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Datei:COVID-19_Health_care_limit.svg; License: CC BY-SA 4.0.
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news articles before conducting the systematic search, and those articles were
also included in our analysis. In sum, we collected some 158 articles from
these sources. These account for a large portion of the English-language
international news coverage with special attention devoted to European
media, including leading national media outlets in the English language
from the three most populous European countries.

After reading the collected articles, we first found that many directly
criticized the Swedish mitigation strategy and/or reported on such cri-
tiques, thereby confirming previous research results (Jha 2020; Irwin
2020).3 After closely examining the critical articles, we realized that
almost all critics of the Swedish strategy were consistently concerned,
in the first place, with one central issue – the number of corona-related
deaths – which appears to be comparatively high. Indeed, the arguments
behind the criticism also often include issues such as the general number
of infections, lack of testing, the number of deaths in elderly care homes,
and the economic impacts of the absence of controls. However, the sheer
number of coronavirus-related deaths turned out to be the most crucial
issue. In fact, we could not find even one critique published after April
2020 that did not specifically criticize the Swedish authorities in connec-
tion with the number of coronavirus-related deaths. Examples of such
statements include the following4:

Sweden’s liberal pandemic strategy questioned as Stockholm death toll
mounts. (Ahlander and O’Connor 2020)

given that the country has a much higher death toll per million than its Nordic
neighbours, many observers have suggested that the Swedish approach has
failed. (Wheeldon 2020)

Was Stockholm right to respond to the pandemic with only a gentle, mostly
voluntary lockdown? The country now has one of the highest death rates in
the world. (Pieper 2020)

high death rate raises tough questions over lack of lockdown (Orange 2020b)

As the country’s Covid-19 death toll has spiralled, support for the govern-
ment’s unique approach has frayed. (Savage 2020a)

3There are, of course, differences between the different media outlets. For instance, while most outlets
published predominately negative articles, The Telegraph exhibited a more balanced variety of nega-
tive and positive articles. The Guardian, on the other hand, reported mainly negative news till the end
of June, but virtually stopped discussing the Swedish strategy in July. However, overall, we can identify
a wide-ranging negative news coverage.

4For more examples, see Baker (2020), Brolin (2020), Godin (2020), Henley (2020b), Milne (2020), Orange
(2020c), Palm (2020), Robertson (2020), Savage (2020a), Ward (2020), Wheeldon (2020).
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Sweden touts the success of its controversial lockdown-free coronavirus strat-
egy, but the country still has one of the highest mortality rates in the world.
(Perper 2020)

Therefore, we may infer that the death tolls or rates seem to be the
measure of all things: ‘it is the death rate that reveals the true impact
of Sweden’s no-lockdown approach’ (Cuthbertson 2020). Hence, the cor-
responding norm we may identify is that deaths from or with coronavirus
must be prevented. This norm is strongly prevalent amongst the critics,
which include many European journalists, health professionals, and
scientists.

A problematic norm

We argue that this actual norm behind the persistent criticism of the
Swedish strategy is not unproblematic. If the matter at stake is not the
prevention of overburdened health systems and thus the best-possible
healthcare for every patient, but rather the prevention, or minimization
of the number, of deaths, then it remains unclear why cases of corona-
virus-related death should receive such special treatment. In fact, the
implicit norm that societies should do everything to avoid coronavirus-
related deaths implies a dangerous ranking of death risks, and raises
the question of why the hundreds of thousands of deaths from
influenza (World Health Organization 2018) or millions of deaths from
hepatitis or tuberculosis (Chan 2017: 66) annually do not deserve the
same attention and prevention as deaths from the coronavirus. Why
would a potential or actual death from the coronavirus be more proble-
matic than a death from influenza?

One might object that what actually counts are the estimated death
numbers and that, in the case of the new coronavirus, there is reason
to fear that these numbers will be in the millions. However, even then,
the question remains regarding the threshold at which societies should
flip the switch from acceptance to the prevention of death cases now
and in the future. In the past, obviously, neither half a million
influenza-related deaths nor over one million hepatitis-related deaths
annually has been enough to flip this switch. Yet, for the persons con-
cerned, a death from or with influenza is probably as bad as a death
from or with the coronavirus.

Moreover, Swedish death rates keep on declining. There has been no
excess mortality in Sweden in the last week of May 2020 compared to the
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average of the last five years (Ahlander 2020). According to analyses of the
European Mortality Monitoring Project, as of 25 May 2020, there has been
no ‘substantial increase’ in Sweden’s mortality compared to the ‘baseline’ of
how many people would be expected to die under normal circumstances.5

This development is well-known not only among researchers, but also
among a broader public, due to mass media reports. For instance, analyses
of mortality rates in Sweden published by both the ‘Financial Times’
(2020) and the ‘New York Times’ (Wu et al. 2020) clearly show that mortality
rates in Sweden had returned to normal levels by June 2020 (Figure 2).

Despite the fact that this and similar global media coverage date back to 8
June 2020 (Ahlander 2020), many mass media organizations, health pro-
fessionals, and academics have remained on the beaten track and have contin-
ued their harsh criticism of the Swedish ‘exceptionalism’ strategy (Palm 2020;
Milne 2020; Payne 2020; Savage 2020a). This includes constant appeals to the
Swedish government to radically change its strategy (e.g. Bergmann et al. 2020;
Goodman 2020; Pieper 2020; Porterfield 2020; Rees 2020; Rolander 2020).
Hence, we conclude that, to those critics, the problem seems to continue to
be that people keep on dying from or with the coronavirus, even if these
deaths no longer translate into a significant increase in mortality rates.

Thus, the underlying norm seems to be not to protect people from
death in general, but to protect them from death from or with the coro-
navirus. In a nutshell, this implicit normative statement boils down to the
idea that dying from another disease or cause is normal, whereas dying
from or with the coronavirus is abnormal.

This skewed set of norms is particularly relevant in the context of previous
and current debates on the value of human life and its assumed precedence
over all other values, such as freedom or prosperity (Friedman 2020; Frakt
2020; Gak 2020; Huggler 2020; Rogers 2020). In fact, our findings suggest
that the proponents of restrictive pandemic mitigation measures do not
seek to subordinate everything to the value of human life per se, but
rather only to maximize the prevention of death from one particular virus.

Such a reductionist set of norms, however, can hardly be sustained in
the long-term. It is asymmetric as it implies that a death from or with, for
instance, influenza, counts for less or is otherwise less problematic than a
death from the coronavirus. We believe that such a biased, asymmetric
set of norms can currently only exist at all because it is largely implicit
and hardly ever explicitly reflected upon.

5According to the z-score graph for Sweden, as generated in the week 2020-30, z-Scores for weeks 22–29
in 2020 show no ‘substantial increase’ in mortality. Accessed on July 24, 2020 on https://www.
euromomo.eu/graphs-and-maps/#z-scores-by-country.
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Possible future developments

There are two main options for the further development of this asym-
metric set of norms. The first option is that, in the future, near or far,
the coronavirus is going to lose its special status, and protection from
death from or with the coronavirus will be given no higher priority
than protection from a death from or with any other infection. Alterna-
tively, our norms would have to develop to a point where we place as high
a value on the prevention of deaths from other infections as we currently
do for coronavirus-related deaths. It is an open question which position
will become dominant in European societies in the near future.

Indeed, there are vaccinations for some other infections; and yet, if we
believe in the general effectiveness of non-pharmaceutical pandemic
interventions, then we must conclude that these interventions can save
a considerable number of additional lives during the next influenza or
any other ‘wave’. In this respect, recent statistics show that in many
countries the number of influenza infections has dropped remarkably
during the past months, presumably because of the anti-coronavirus
measures (Cadell 2020). Therefore, if these interventions have proven
effective, then why should they not become the new-normal standards
for an ‘infinite mobilization’ (Sloterdijk 2020) for and by permanent pan-
demic interventions and preventions? The announcement of British

Figure 2. Source: FT Visual & Data Journalism team 2020: Coronavirus tracked: the latest
figures as countries fight Covid-19 resurgence; Financial Times / FT.com; 13 July 2020.
Used under license from the Financial Times. All Rights Reserved. Reuse not permitted!
Graph by John Burn-Murdoch. Graph shows the excess mortality related to the corona-
virus, as illustrated by the Financial Times on July 13, 2020. The red line shows Sweden’s
mortality rate for 2020, gray lines show mortalities for recent years, and the black line
shows the historical average mortality rate. Graph is available under https://www.ft.
com/content/a2901ce8-5eb7-4633-b89c-cbdf5b386938 (last accessed on August 20,
2020).
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Health Secretary Matt Hancock in August 2020 that millions of combined
tests for the novel coronavirus and influenza will be released to ‘break
chains of transmission’ for both (Kennedy 2020), might or might not
turn out to be a step toward such a future.

Against the backdrop of these considerations, we ought to engage in
an explicit debate about how much protection against disease we are
expecting and what sacrifices we are willing to make in return. One
might, for instance, argue that so far, it has been tragic when someone
died from influenza, but it has not made us call for, agree with, or
even consider mandatory face masks in shopping malls, large-scale lock-
downs, or the disenfranchisement of infected voter populations (Allen
2020). The question for the future is whether things should stay like this.

Many are already expecting a ‘new normal’ (The Economist 2020), urging
for a ‘Great Reset’ of the world and a future in which crucial norms should be
considerably different fromwhat they used to be (Levin et al. 2020). In such a
‘new normal’, society’s perception of health-related hazards would be
different and would include the construction of corresponding accountabil-
ities for minimizing the new risks (cf. Luhmann 2008). These would also
imply changes in the degrees and forms of social control, for example,
with respect to the permanent enforcement of new normal measures.
Hence, norms might stabilize or change again very soon. In this respect,
this article offers insights on crucial implicit norms in their intermediate
state as of mid-2020. Our explication of these norms might be useful in
the debates and initiatives to come. Our results will also allow further
research to make comparisons with critiques of pandemic mitigation strat-
egies in other countries, as well as with future states of the concerned norms
with the intermediate state we have identified.
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