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Introduction Decentering Feminist Film Historiography


On the occasion of the International Women’s Year in 1975, an ambitious symposium on Women in Cinema was organized by UNESCO. The symposium took place at a luxurious, “palazzo-style” resort in the Valley of Aosta in Italy in July 1975.1 The purpose, according to UNESCO’s report, was “to provide an opportunity for women active in cinema from many different countries to exchange views on the various theoretical and practical considerations of their work,” and “to discuss action that might be taken to improve their professional lives and the image of women projected in films.”2 The four-day symposium gathered a diverse group of international participants, including Ateyyat El Abnoudy from Egypt, María Luisa Bemberg from Argentina, Durga Khote from India, and Larisa Shepitko from the Soviet Union, in addition to European and North American attendees such as Lila Kourkoulakou, Valie Export, Susan Sontag, Márta Mészáros, Helma Sanders-Brahms, Claudia Weill, and Agnès Varda. Out of the twenty-eight delegates, as many as four came from Sweden: directors Mai Zetterling and Maj Wechselmann, actress Bibi Andersson, and Anna-Lena Wibom, head of the Swedish Cinematheque. In rare footage documenting the event, El Abnoudy talks about how a director is like a god and how “woman can be a god sometimes.”3 Zetterling similarly states that “women are becoming very strong and very positive and very fascinating—it’s really our time.” In another rare recollection of the event, written on the occasion of Chantal Akerman’s passing in 2015, Vivian Ostrovsky, initiator of the symposium together with Esta Marshall, remembers how “the Swedes” initiated “after-dinner skinny dips” that “infuriated UNESCO representatives” but that Akerman “eagerly participated in.”4 The footage, UNESCO’s report, and Ostrovsky’s recollection together project an image of a joyous historical moment when the tables in the film industry were finally turned. One of the two major workshops, led by Zetterling, resulted in the establishment of the organization Film Women International. According to the report, “[t]he new Association was created in order to support and promote films made by women that reflect a truer image of women than that contained in most films and to denounce the discriminatory sexist attitudes practiced in the media.”5 Furthermore, the organization would “create an international research and information center on women’s films, set up an archive of women’s films and videotapes, assist in the publication of magazines, reports, books, etc. on women in cinema, foster the production of films made by women, find new ways to develop the distribution of such films, etc.”6 The headquarters of the organization, which was intended as an NGO, would be Stockholm, Sweden.


[image: A group of individuals gathers outdoors at a symposium, engaging in a discussion in a casual, natural setting with trees and a gazebo in the background. Some attendees are seated on chairs, while others sit directly on the grass, contributing to a collaborative atmosphere.]

Figure I.1  UNESCO symposium on Women in Cinema, St. Vincent, Italy, July 1975. Photo replicated from Frauen und Film No. 6 (1975), with kind permission from Helke Sander. Unknown photographer.



This brief account provides a snapshot of the eventfulness, political urgency, and bold promises of the transnational feminist film movement in the 1970s. It evokes a glamorous image of a confident global movement driven by a collective conviction that change was not only necessary but possible and on its way—a fierce movement in which Swedish women would be key players. At the same time, this snapshot is one of failed opportunities, unfulfilled goals, and faded events, forgotten in established film histories, even, or especially, in those dedicated to the feminist film movement. Indeed, if the year 1975 has come to represent anything in feminist film studies, it is not the International Women’s Year or a feminist celebrity gathering in the Alps. The ambitious plans for Film Women International drawn up during this gathering were never realized and few if any further activities seem to have taken place in the association’s name.7 In practice, Stockholm never came to operate as the residence of Film Women International and no center on women’s films was created. In the wake of these failed promises, however, what was first planned as a subgroup within Film Women International—Svenska Kvinnors Filmförbund (Swedish Women’s Film Association)—was established in 1976. Besides other organizations and a long array of events and discussions engaged with issues of women and film, the association contributed to nourishing a dynamic feminist film culture in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s, what I term in this book “Swedish film feminism.” Like the UNESCO symposium, however, this rich case of women’s film history during the so-called second-wave feminist era—when Sweden, like many other Western countries, saw the uprise of a reinvigorated and much-mediatized new women’s movement—has remained largely unnoticed in both national and international accounts.

Swedish Film Feminism: Between Grassroots Movements and Welfare Policies unearths this vital but overlooked area of the feminist film movement in the 1970s and 1980s, building on a broad range of previously unnoticed primary sources. Excavating an abundant but scattered archive, this book maps out the heterogenous features and contexts of this movement’s unfolding in Sweden, exploring its entanglement with film feminism internationally as well as Swedish film culture specifically. I claim that these two contexts are equally important for unraveling the many layers of the movement’s manifestation in this national setting, but also that the parameters and terms of the debate in dominant Anglophone film feminism do not automatically translate to or contribute to making sense of the Swedish case. Drawing on diverse records from grassroots organizations, state agencies, and media, this book offers a detailed account of how film feminism in Sweden materialized at the intersection of the new women’s movement and leftist film culture, as well as an examination of the many types of film work and discursive tensions that animated these contexts. Rather than assuming an autonomous mobilization defined by cohesive discussions or uniform agendas, I direct attention to the broad eventfulness and contingency of issues of women and film at this time, dispersed also beyond explicitly politicized contexts and conceptualizations. Seeking to lay bare the multiplicity of film feminism in Sweden, this approach implies exploring not only the diverse politics and aesthetics promoted within contexts such as women’s film festivals but also media attention to issues of women and film, and production contexts and opportunities generated by various funding and state agencies. The purpose is to allow for a critical consideration of Swedish film feminism’s imbrication with the wider public during an era when so-called women-friendly reform work and welfare policymaking advocating notions of gender equality, solidarity, and cultural democracy became cornerstones in Swedish imagined community and international promotion.8

One objective in this book is to gain an understanding not only of what the contemporaneous progressive political climate enabled but also of the paradoxical fact that at the same time that a utopian image of what has become termed “Swedish state feminism” took hold, opportunities for women in the Swedish film industry remained scarce and—unlike in another welfare country like Canada—no official measures to promote women filmmakers were launched.9 Moreover, in contrast to several other countries, remarkably few of the films made by women in Sweden in these years explicitly addressed issues of gender inequality, let alone issues of sexuality and race.10 Conspicuously, the much-debated category of the feminist realist documentary—characterized by women’s personal consciousness-raising testimonies of oppression—that was emblematic of the early Anglo-American feminist film movement was essentially absent from Swedish film production in these years. Approaching this as a fundamental and defining paradox of Swedish film feminism, this book seeks to understand the frameworks that set the conditions for women’s creative agency and production opportunities at this time. Directing attention to the contextual forces and processes that shaped women’s artistic output and the ways in which issues of women and film came to be articulated in this national context, I shed light on privileged aesthetic formats in Swedish film broadly, specific strands of the Swedish women’s movement—in particular the politicized project of “women’s culture”—as well as an overall investment in an imaginary of a “good,” solidarist, and gender-equal Sweden.11 Taking issue with this imaginary, this book intervenes in current critical interrogations of Swedish exceptionalism, understood as a powerful narrative about a morally superior and tolerant nation where, supposedly, social inequalities have been progressively and successfully handled.12

In addition to offering a thorough outline and contextualization of the feminist film movement’s materialization in Sweden, this book is about feminist film historiography, and one of its overall aims is to contribute to current methodological discussions in feminist film studies. As Vicki Callahan puts it, a key aspect of feminist film historiography involves “rewritings and revisions of fundamental categories in cinema studies,” necessary in order to explore strategies and models through which women’s marginalized film histories can be grasped and made visible.13 This book partakes in this ongoing project in feminist film studies and adds to a small but growing corpus of studies engaging with women’s filmmaking and feminist film culture in the Nordic region.14 In standard accounts of Swedish film history, traditionally centered around male auteurs, national canon, and theatrically released feature-length fiction films, not only has the feminist film movement been barely mentioned—unlike the contemporaneous leftist film movement—but most women directors who entered filmmaking in this era and whose work circulated between women’s film festivals in Sweden and abroad have been sidelined. Their films, oftentimes documentary and short fiction made for television, have fallen outside of privileged categories in cinema studies. As Elisabet Björklund notes, according to official filmographic records, in total seventy feature-length films were directed or codirected by women in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s.15 In comparison, Swedish Women’s Film Association’s festivals Kvinnor i svensk film (Women in Swedish Film) in 1983 and Kvinnor i nordisk film (Women in Nordic Film) in 1986, and screenings organized by the association Kvinnobion (the Women’s Cinema) in Gothenburg, included over forty shorter format films—fiction, documentary, animation, experimental—directed by Swedish women in the 1970s and the first half of the 1980s. Many of these are still omitted from the official Swedish Film Database.

For a long time, such omission was also the case with several films by Mai Zetterling, despite her being the probably most well-known Swedish woman director. With only six theatrically released features, most of Zetterling’s creative work took place in short fiction, documentary, and television in Great Britain, Canada, France, and elsewhere, and has therefore, as Mariah Larsson points out, eluded traditional film historiography and national frameworks.16 In the Swedish Film Database, her filmography remained incomplete until the mid-2010s. Moreover, the fact that Zetterling’s most famous film, Flickorna (The Girls, 1968), opened the First International Festival of Women’s Films in New York in 1972 and that she took a leading role in the creation of Film Women International at the UNESCO symposium in 1975 has only been sparsely mentioned. By pulling this case and a broad range of other under-researched and disorderly materials into focus, Swedish Film Feminism contributes to the crucial undertaking of “reclaiming the archive” in feminist film history.17 Whereas previous studies have focused on single directors or organizations, or smaller thematic corpuses of films, this book—drawing on extensive archival research, analysis of media coverage, and readings of audiovisual and textual materials—offers a widespread mapping of the multiple manifestations of Swedish film feminism during the second wave.

Furthermore, in this book, engaging with feminist film historiography also implies reassessing dominant approaches and histories in feminist film studies. Swedish film feminism and Swedish women filmmakers have fallen outside not only of Swedish film history but also of predominant Anglophone feminist film studies. In established accounts of the feminist film movement—of its alleged origins, key events, and formative conflicts—the glamorous UNESCO symposium, the grand plans for Film Women International, and the buzzing feminist film culture in Sweden (and in other regions) have been largely neglected. The purpose of this book is not only to fill a gap by restoring the lost Swedish case. Rather, from the point of view of a different set of empirical materials, geographic circuits, and political and aesthetic concerns, the objective is to contribute to ongoing critical examinations of what have crystallized as backstories, canonical texts, and key concepts in feminist film studies. Beyond frameworks not calibrated to address the questions that these different features and circumstances raise, Swedish Film Feminism aims to contribute to what Kristin Lené Hole describes as the investment in “giving back to the 1970s its historical complexity” and restoring density to what too often comes to be simplified and dismissed as “seventies cinefeminism.”18


A Discursive and Affective Archeology of the Past

This book’s theoretical and methodological approach is informed by key debates about queer and feminist historiography and crucial reassessments of the feminist past in gender, film, and media studies. Outlining my points of departure in what follows, I take my cue from Hole’s proposed model of feminist film historiographic practice. Hole builds on Victoria Hesford’s pivotal study Feeling Women’s Liberation, which has also centrally inspired the approach in this book.19 Examining the eventfulness of women’s liberation in the United States, Hesford problematizes the tendency to produce reductive developmental narratives of its alleged political success or failure and instead approaches it as an event, in the sense of “a surprising eruption of action and thought,” “generative of new meanings and practices.”20 As part of her aim to challenge predetermined accounts of the second wave and enact responsibility toward the movement’s complexity, multiplicity, and unknowability, Hesford attends to the ways in which feelings about this period have tended to restrict analysis of it. Women’s liberation, she argues, has come to be represented and remembered, in academia and popular culture alike, through one particular “image-memory”: the figure of the bra-burning white lesbian feminist, popularly constructed through various rhetorical strategies in mass media as much as in activist texts.21

Hesford and Hole both problematize how such popular tropes come to function as shorthand gestures summarizing an entire movement or historical moment while screening out more complex aspects of history. To open up new perspectives on the feminist past, both suggest in response to scrutinize the rhetorical strategies as well as the affective charge that surround received histories and figures. Hole contends that adapting Hesford’s method to feminist film studies would require us to “(re)consider our origin stories” and revisit “the 1970s to seek out what is lost when this historical moment is condensed to a particular theoretical paradigm or series of canonical films and texts.”22 Through such “discursive and affective archeology of the past,” which includes analyzing the emotions that “crystallize” around canonical artifacts as well as returning to texts of the past “that are in danger of falling into oblivion because they are not canonized,” one might “discover moments of repressed potential.”23 In Swedish Film Feminism, this approach implies that I pay in-depth attention not only to the particular terminologies and ways in which issues of women and film were articulated in Sweden, for example the many things that the notion of kvinnofilm (women’s film) stood for.24 I also attempt to unpack the emotionally loaded, oftentimes ambivalent, atmosphere that saturated this discourse, vocalized in romanticized terms as much as through gestures of disidentification and ridicule.

Seeking to untangle the complicated rhetorical and affective nuances that characterized feminist film culture in Sweden, my approach is, moreover, essentially informed by Lauren Berlant’s inquiry into “the strange and widespread phenomenon of publics ambivalent about politics.”25 Exploring what she terms the intimate public of women’s “complaint genres”—mass-mediated popular culture claiming to sanction perspectives derived from women’s assumed shared experiences of suffering and managing—Berlant discusses how intimate publics provide a space for consolation and recognition by communicating an expected joint worldview and emotional knowledge that comes from “the historical burden of being harshly treated in a generic way.”26 While Berlant is dealing with mass culture in the United States, in this book the concept of intimate publics nonetheless functions as a key tool for grappling with some of the contradictory features and modes in Swedish film feminism. Berlant’s pinpointing of public-sphere femininity’s “love affair with conventionality,” attachment to feminine normativity and its disaffirming scenarios, and spongy relation to feminism offers an illuminating framework for making sense of normative aspects, nonconfrontational film works, and outright rejections of activism within the same politicized contexts that sought to challenge patriarchal structures in Swedish film.27 Moreover, as Hesford shows, Berlant’s concept is useful for challenging uniform models that reduce feminism to isolated and coherently oppositional movements propelled primarily by internal contestation.28 Acknowledging the osmotic relationship between the counterpublic sphere of feminist mobilization and the intimate public sphere of femininity facilitates this book’s examination of feminist film culture’s imbrication with wider social and political scenes, as well as its insistence on inconsistencies that otherwise tend to be covered over by the foregrounding of a comprehensible set of figures supposedly summing up the movement’s political and artistic agendas.29

Among the few canonized artifacts that have become placeholders for the feminist film movement as such, Hole criticizes not least how Laura Mulvey’s article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” has tended to stand in for the entirety of the feminist project in cinema in the 1970s.30 The continuous spotlight on the article implies a “reduction of a complex moment of emergence” to a single text, a gesture which, according to Hole, “erases as much history as it makes visible.”31 The feminist film movement in Sweden can serve as a case in point. Because importantly, among the many films and texts that animated discussions in various contexts dedicated to issues of women and film in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s, Mulvey’s article and films did not. In the broad range of sources that this study is based on, including protocols from organizations, feminist press, and film criticism, there is no indication that Mulvey’s concepts of the male gaze or the female spectator informed the debates.

The first reference to “Visual Pleasure” in Swedish print appears to be from an issue of the film magazine Filmhäftet that in 1982 included a translated article about soap operas by Tania Modleski.32 The first original article in Swedish engaging with Mulvey’s concepts, however, appears to be from 1987, in an introduction to psychoanalytic film theory by Tytti Soila in the same magazine, followed in 1988 by a piece on Miami Vice by Vibeke Pedersen in the women’s studies journal Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift.33 In the next few years, Mulvey’s thinking was regularly presented in articles in magazines and dailies, and this relatively late introduction was thereafter swiftly compensated for by a long array of reviews and discussions throughout the 1990s.34 Feminist film theory generally was introduced in several academic publications by scholars like Maaret Koskinen, Tytti Soila, Birgitta Steene, and Astrid Söderbergh Widding.35 By 1995, both “Visual Pleasure” and “Afterthoughts on ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ inspired by King Vidor’s Duel in the Sun (1946)” had been translated to Swedish, along with key interrogations of Mulvey’s work.36 In the first Swedish volume on feminism and film, Dialoger, published in 1997, the accumulated critical debate about Mulvey’s work and psychoanalytic film theory in general were solidified as cornerstones in Swedish film studies.37

Nevertheless, even though Mulvey’s films and texts were not central in feminist film culture in Sweden until the late 1980s, I myself am not the only Swedish film scholar or critic who by default has pointed at the publication of “Visual Pleasure” to contextualize the emergence of film feminism in Sweden.38 For instance, a report from Swedish Women’s Film Association from 1993 referenced Mulvey in a summary of the discussions about “male” and “female” film languages in Sweden in the 1980s.39 Certainly, Mulvey’s article offers relevant contextualization of some of the ideas in motion transnationally in these decades in a general sense. However, it does not offer adequate perspectives for drawing out the specific concerns and debates in Swedish film feminism. On the contrary, presuming that a reference to Mulvey provides insight into the feminist project in film in Sweden in the 1970s risks erasing historical detail. Relatedly, as I return to below, presuming that contestation between the theoretical approach represented by Mulvey and so-called images-of-women criticism—invested in exposing sexist stereotypes and calling for more truthful representations—shaped feminist film culture in Sweden also risks obscuring actual occurrences in this national context.

Moreover, as Hesford and Hole both draw attention to, these kinds of canonical texts and figures also tend to carry a tangible affective weight across time. Feelings of embarrassment, nostalgia, anger, weariness, and disavowal have all been vehemently manifested in relation to feminist film theory, as Patrice Petro has also importantly noted.40 As a shorthand for this whole body of thought, Mulvey’s article, in particular, has generated affectivity in ways that prevent reexaminations of the past, Hole argues.41 Examining how feelings about the period, and their attachment to a limited set of figures, tend to occlude historical density is a useful lens also for considering some of the first published accounts of the history of film feminism in Sweden. In these texts, conveying a sense of indignation over the perceived simplicity and irrelevance of two much-debated concepts—women’s film and female dramaturgy—stood in the way of the broad range of perspectives that circulated in the feminist film movement in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s.

A characteristic example of this maneuver is found in an article summarizing the work of women filmmakers in the 1980s, written by Koskinen for the Film Institute’s official report on Swedish film production, Svensk filmografi (“Swedish Filmography”).42 Published in the mid-1990s, the article expanded on ideas put forth in a catalog text originally written for the festival Women in Nordic Film in 1986.43 Entitled “Female Directors—A Success Story,” the article opened with a disclaimer questioning the “untimely” act of assembling women filmmakers under the same heading just because they were women. The fact that women happened to have made some of the most interesting Swedish films in the 1980s was the sole reason it made sense to discuss them jointly, Koskinen stated.44 The “success” implied in the title was thus not connected to the feminist film movement’s impact or increased opportunities for women directors, but rather to individual talent and quality that happened to have come from women. Moreover, Koskinen clarified, the purpose of the article was not to discuss the films in terms of women’s film—which she deemed a “disposable concept”45—or even worse: female dramaturgy—a notion she rejected as “nonsense,” “confused,” and untheoretical.46

In a few texts written around the same time, Soila similarly discarded the “fiery idea” about a female film language.47 However, whereas the notion of female dramaturgy, promoted by Danish dramaturg Ulla Ryum at several workshops in Sweden in the early 1980s, does raise numerous questions—and certainly evoked hesitation at the time, as I discuss in Chapter 2—it barely captured the heterogeneous discussions and activities that took place in feminist film culture in Sweden in these decades. The notion of women’s film, for its part, as I discuss below and in more depth in Chapter 1, did not hold a secure meaning, but remained in flux throughout both decades as a term mobilized not only in activist contexts but also, for instance, in promotion work for both mainstream and art films directed by men. Pinpointing the two concepts in these texts assigned to them a representative status that reduced the diversity of the feminist film movement.

In this book, borrowing from Hole, I attempt to “relieve the past of its coherence and reopen the texts of our history that are often, even by feminist academics, deemed essentialist, simplistic, or no longer relevant to the struggles of women today.”48 I draw from nuancing approaches to the contested seventies in queer and feminist, as well as film and media studies that complicate the idea of a progressive historical timeline driven by continuity and conflict. Works by Clare Hemmings, Elizabeth Freeman, Jack Halberstam, Annette Kuhn, Lynn Spigel, and Vicki Callahan all inform my approach to the feminist past “as a series of ongoing contests and relationships rather than a process of imagined linear displacement,” in Hemmings’ words.49 Curiously, such nonlinear temporality and understanding of the past as “a series of circles or spirals,” as Kuhn puts it, in a sense evoke Ryum’s deplored notion of female dramaturgy.50 Ryum claimed that a nonlinear, spiraling dramaturgical model, unlike the conventional conflict-driven Aristotelian one, would be better suited to capture women’s experiences. Perhaps unsurprisingly and as an illustration of the above, Ryum’s ideas have been picked up anew in recent works by Swedish feminist artists and filmmakers Kajsa Dahlberg and Fia-Stina Sandlund.51 Their projects show precisely how issues in film feminism—even those carrying an uneasy charge as embarrassingly essentialist—tend to be repeatedly returned to in series of circles and spirals. In the 2010s and into the 2020s we keep seeing examples of filmmakers and scholars returning to artifacts, figures, and concepts sprung from seventies film feminism. The notion of the female gaze not least, rather than signifying a closed chapter in film history, has been reactivated and reinterpreted as a productive concept discussed by and in relation to works by contemporary filmmakers such as Swedish Mia Engberg and Ninja Thyberg, French Céline Sciamma, and Bosnian Jasmila Žbanić. Importantly, however, in this book, my historiographic approach is not intended to retain or redeem the feminist past but to enable nuanced analysis of the complicated aspects that constitute women’s film history in Sweden.



Exceptionalism’s Echoes

The long-running project that this book is the outcome of has been conducted in a historical context precisely of reactivation of film feminism in Sweden and globally. In the 2010s, the Swedish Film Institute became world famous for its gender equality program, “50/50 by 2020,” led by CEO Anna Serner.52 At the Cannes festival and elsewhere, Serner held widely publicized seminars about the bold Swedish action plan, aiming for even distribution of the institute’s production support between women and men by 2020. Hailed as a forerunner, the Swedish model was reported to inspire policymaking within the British Film Institute and Eurimages, and Sweden was held up as “the best country in the world when it comes to gender equality in film.”53 By 2020, however, the goal to divide production support evenly between women and men had failed and in 2021, Serner left her position at the Film Institute in the wake of broadly expressed discontent with gender and diversity measures and actions taken during the MeToo campaign, which by some were perceived as “threats” to artistic freedom.54 The same year, the Swedish Government removed directives about gender, diversity, and child perspectives from the institute’s guidelines.55 These recent events and the unfulfilled promises of the “Anna Serner era” echo the unrealized goals set up by Film Women International in 1975. The grand ambition of the Swedish Film Institute in the 2010s recalls not only the confidence, glamour, and urgency of the UNESCO gathering in Aosta but also the promise that Sweden came to hold in the global imagination about a more equal film industry.56

The ease with which this promise resurged in the 2010s—despite the model’s evident shortcomings, remaining imbalances, and persistent whiteness and hetero and cis norms—highlights the international currency of what critics of Swedish exceptionalism have called “the myth of gender equality in Sweden,” a myth that began taking hold in the 1970s.57 Drawing on discussions in feminist film studies that advocate attention to specific contexts and structures—national, transnational, institutional, ideological, and others—to unpack the ways in which gender and feminism have played into various production and reception histories, this book takes off from the proposition that accounting for Swedish film feminism in the past as well as in the present requires taking this myth into critical consideration.58 Sustained by and nourishing an imaginary of gender equality in the Swedish film industry, glorifying media narratives spun around Serner’s persona came to block out more complex discussions about the lack of intersectional analysis and the actual failure to reach the “50/50 by 2020” goal. As the authors of the book Challenging the Myth of Gender Equality in Sweden critically write, the notion of gender equality has not only become fundamental to Swedish imagined community but also come to function as a mantra that covers over and therefore reproduces nationalism, racism, and heterosexual and cisgender norms.59

My historiographic approach is informed by recent work that takes issue with Swedish exceptionalism and offers critical perspectives on how the notion of gender equality played a crucial role in constructing an image of “good Sweden” as a social justice role model in the 1970s and 1980s.60 According to Tobias Hübinette and Catrin Lundström, gender issues—including the introduction of laws related to childcare, taxation, parental leave, and abortion—assisted a reconfiguration of hegemonic whiteness in Sweden during this period. In this era of what they term “white solidarity,” a previously dominant national self-image founded on notions of eugenics and racial hygiene—put into action through the State Institute for Racial Biology and forced sterilization—was replaced by an image of Sweden as global forerunner of human rights and moral conscience of the world. International adoption, development aid, and women-friendly reforms all contributed to settling this image and to reinvigorating a sense of global superiority, they argue. Swedish Film Feminism seeks to unpack how this complex interrelation between progressive policymaking and the production of an exceptionalist imaginary of Sweden’s moral superiority played into feminist film culture and gave rise to contradictory conditions that both restricted and enabled women’s creative agency and artistic output at this time. The case studies in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 offer detailed insights into how gender equality and solidarity became decisive factors in Swedish women’s film production in the sense that they generated alternative funding routes, beyond the limited opportunities offered in the film industry. Unexpected film support that crucially stimulated women’s filmmaking was made available outside the cultural sphere, from both commercial companies and state agencies investing in these notions.

In this book, combining critical perspectives on Swedish exceptionalism with attention to the affective crystallizations through which the feminist past tends to be reductively represented, moreover, implies cautiousness about decontextualized and individualizing models in feminist film historiography. As Christine Gledhill and Julia Knight write, idolizing frameworks through which feminist scholars have tended to ascribe the roles of subversive “forerunners” and “inspirational guides” to women in film history often fail to grasp and assess contradictory or problematic aspects of their work, and the broader structures that have set the conditions for their agency as filmmakers.61 The renewed interest in women filmmakers and power imbalances in the film industry in Sweden in the 2010s evoked precisely how such frameworks risk erasing historical nuance in the very name of reclamation and making visible. Undoubtedly, the Swedish Film Institute’s gender equality program gave rise to pivotal projects increasing access to women’s film history, such as the website Nordic Women in Film, a resource bank about women filmmakers in the Nordic countries, and the introduction of gender as a parameter in the selection of films for digitization from the national film archive.62 Some of these films, including by directors Agneta Fagerström-Olsson, Suzanne Osten, and Gunnel Lindblom, were made available for streaming at the site Draken Film in 2019, under the heading “Pioneers of the Female Gaze.”63 The heading aptly demonstrates not only how the notion of the female gaze has been popularly re-adapted in the present but also the high currency of the figure of the woman film pioneer, evident also in the context of the Swedish Institute’s toolkit “Pioneering Women in Film,” a program compiled for screenings and events hosted by Swedish embassies and consulates around the world.64 As important as these and similar initiatives are, the invocation of the figure of the pioneer as a vehicle for recognizing, representing, and remembering Swedish women’s film history raises complicated questions. In addition to reproducing a white Western settler-colonial mythology, as J. E. Smyth, Kiki Loveday, and Aurore Spiers have all recently pointed out, adapting to the pioneer paradigm and rhetoric is also to invest in a figuration that easily fuses with Swedish exceptionalism and contemporary nation branding.65

In her proposed model of feminist film historiographic practice, Hole promotes Joan Scott’s concept of fantasy echoes as a productive lens for reflecting over feminist scholars’ processes of identification across time.66 In the context of this book, the concept is useful not least for interrogating the popularity of the figure of the woman film pioneer as a glorifying fantasy about the past, invoked in the present. As Hole writes, “figures of identification are themselves historical invocations that tell us something about the moment at which the identification occurs and how the past was understood at that moment of invocation.”67 Thus, at the same time that fantasy echoes—such as the fantasy about women filmmakers as “pioneers”—“obscure real historically and culturally significant differences,” they also reveal something about contemporary imaginaries and desires.68 In the contemporary context of revitalized engagement with issues of women and film in Sweden, the figure of the woman film pioneer seems to epitomize what Lundström and Hübinette discuss in terms of “white melancholia” and nostalgia in Sweden in the 2000s.69 This phase in the history of what they describe as a continuous nation-building around hegemonic whiteness is characterized by a longing back to more glorious periods when the imagined national community seemed more confident about its superiority and global importance. The present sense of nostalgia, they argue, characterizes how both racist and antiracist discourses look back at previous periods of, on the one hand, racial hygiene during what they term the phase of “white purity,” and, on the other hand, antiracism and gender equality during the phase of “white solidarity.” To uncritically invoke the figure of the woman film pioneer in Sweden in the present risks conveying the same type of nostalgic fantasies and desires for superiority and for Sweden to have played a groundbreaking part in women’s film history. In contrast, my aim in this book is to offer a balanced approach that gives long overdue historical recognition and credit to the feminist film movement in Sweden without refraining from scrutinizing its complicated politics.



Beyond Anglo-American Origin Stories

Paralleling how Mulvey’s article has turned into a shorthand gesture toward seventies film feminism in general, feminist film studies have also tended to repeat a reductive compilation of events, films, and publications that supposedly shaped the first decade of the movement. First sketched by B. Ruby Rich in 1978, this compilation has come to be replicated, occasionally updated, and subsumed in near to all available accounts of the emergence, development, and stakes of film feminism published throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s.70 Even if these accounts often warn that they are incomplete and regard British and North American contexts only, the periodization, formative debates, and key concepts hearkening back to this chronology have come to make up a dominant paradigm in feminist film studies. Locating the overlooked Swedish case in relation to this paradigm immediately presents problems. The below juxtaposition includes an adapted version of Rich’s timeline presented by Mary Ann Doane, Patricia Mellencamp, and Linda Williams in 1984, next to a suggested timeline of formative events in Swedish film feminism, compiled by myself.




	
1971—Release of Growing Up Female, Janie’s Janie, Three Lives, and The Woman’s Film—first generation of feminist documentaries.

1972—First New York International Festival of Women’s Films and the Women’s Event at Edinburgh Film Festival. First issue of Women & Film magazine; special issues on women and film in Take One, Film Library Quarterly, and The Velvet Light Trap; filmography of women directors in Film Comment [John Berger’s Ways of Seeing].

1973—Toronto Women and Film Festival, Washington Women’s Film Festival, season of women’s cinema at the National Film Theatre in London, and Buffalo women’s film conference. Marjorie Rosen’s Popcorn Venus (first book on women in film) and Notes on Women’s Cinema, edited by Claire Johnston for British Film Institute (first anthology of feminist film theory).

1974—Chicago Films by Women festival. First issue of Jump Cut (quarterly on contemporary film emphasizing feminist perspectives); two books on images of women in film: Molly Haskell’s From Reverence to Rape and Joan Mellen’s Women and Their Sexuality in the New Film.

1975—Conference of Feminists in the Media, New York and Los Angeles. Women & Film ceases publication; The Work of Dorothy Arzner (BFI monograph edited by Johnston) and Sharon Smith’s Women Who Make Movies (guide to women filmmakers) [Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (Screen, Autumn, 1975). Release of Chantal Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai de Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles in Europe].

1976—Second New York International Festival of Women’s Films (smaller, noncollective, less successful than the first) and Womanscene, a section of women’s films within Toronto’s Festival of Festivals (smaller, noncollective, but comparable in choices to 1973).

1977—First issue of Camera Obscura (journal of film theory founded largely by former Women & Film members, initially in opposition to it); Karyn Kay and Gerald Peary’s Women and the Cinema (first anthology of criticism on women and film) [Release of Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen’s Riddles of the Sphinx].

1978—Women in Film Noir (BFI anthology edited by E. Ann Kaplan); special feminist issues of Quarterly Review of Film Studies and New German Critique. Brandon French’s On the Verge of Revolt: Women in American Films of the Fifties [and Sumiko Higashi’s Virgins, Vamps, and Flappers: The American Silent Movie Heroine—both studies of images of women. m/f: A Feminist Journal from Great Britain contains frequent articles on women in film and media, from Marxist, feminist, and psychoanalytic perspectives].

1979—Alternative Cinema Conference, bringing together over 100 feminists in the media for screenings, caucuses, and strategizing within the left; Feminism and Cinema event at Edinburgh Film Festival, assessing the decade’s filmmaking and theory, and debating over what might come next. Patricia Erens’ Sexual Stratagems: The World of Women in Film (an anthology on women and cinema). First issue of Discourse: Berkeley Journal for Theoretical Studies in Media and Culture. Release of Sally Potter’s Thriller and the collectively produced Sigmund Freud’s Dora: A Case of Mistaken Identity.

1980—Take Back the Night: Women on Pornography (an anthology of feminist articles on the ideology of pornography edited by Laura Lederer); Millennium Film Journal (part of the spring 1980 issue devoted to feminism and film); Ciné-Tracts 11 and 12 publish feminist essays from “Conditions of Presence” Milwaukee conference, in issues on Identification and the Film Body.

1981—Jump Cut 24/25 publishes a special section on lesbians and film.

1982—Film Reader 5 publishes an issue on feminist film criticism made up of papers from the Lolita Raclin Rodgers Memorial Conference on Feminist Film Criticism at Northwestern University. Wide Angle, vol. 5, no. 2 issue on “Sexual Difference.” Annette Kuhn, Women’s Pictures: Feminism and Cinema.71


	
1968—Release of The Girls (Mai Zetterling); special issue on film and women’s roles, Chaplin magazine.

1970—Release of Kvinnomänniska (“Female Human,” Maj Wechselmann et al.).

1972—The Girls opens the International Festival of Women’s Films in New York.

1973—Special issue on woman’s role on film, Film & TV magazine.

1974—Women’s Film Week in Stockholm, Gothenburg, Uppsala, and Lund.

1975—Femmes/Films Festival in Paris; UNESCO symposium on Women in Cinema; program with women’s films at the Cinematheque in Stockholm; articles on women’s film culture in Europe in Chaplin magazine.

1976—Copenhagen International Women’s Film Festival; Swedish Women’s Film Association founded in Stockholm.

1977—Women’s Film Days in Stockholm.

1979—Foundation of the Women’s Cinema in Gothenburg.

1980—Foundation of Freja Film in Stockholm; women’s film events at art galleries Moderna Museet and Liljevalchs in Stockholm.

1981—First International Feminist Film and Video Conference in Amsterdam; Women’s Film Festival and Seminar in Gothenburg; Foundation of the Nordic distribution network Biofem.

1983—Women in Swedish Film, film festival in Stockholm.

1984—Television program, “With Other Eyes,” produced by Swedish Women’s Film Association.

1986—Women in Nordic Film, film festival in Stockholm.

1988—Film program at the Nordic feminist convention Nordiskt Forum in Oslo.

1993—Report “Women in Swedish Film Production,” published by Swedish Women’s Film Association.










Importantly, these parallel chronologies do not only display how things unfolded differently in Sweden, that is, how the politicized engagement with issues of women and film in this context was sparked by other events, publications, and films than those canonized in the dominant chronology. It also makes tangible the need to reconsider the ways in which the received empirical foundation of that chronology undergirds what has come to count as essential strands, conflicts, and concepts in feminist film studies, and how those risk standing in the way of other perspectives and histories. For instance, one of Rich’s main observations, confirmed in Doane, Mellencamp, and Williams’ updated account, was that the activist energies of the first half of the decade underwent a shift in 1975, which led to increased academic specialization and institutionalization. Ensuing accounts typically also note a trajectory from activism and diversity toward academic career-building, and relatedly a replacement of images-of-women and consciousness-raising perspectives with allegedly more sophisticated approaches giving rise to feminist film theory. However, as the above juxtaposition indicates, and as I account for in detail in Chapters 1 and 2, by the time the Anglo-American movement supposedly transformed from a “sphere of action” into “an area of study,” feminist film culture solidified and flourished in Sweden.72 Examples of thriving activism and organizing in Sweden in the early 1980s disrupt the conceptualization of the first half of the 1970s as the most urgent activist phase and the following years as characterized by normalization. European grassroots organizations and activities in the latter half of the 1970s and throughout the 1980s—many of them involved in collaboration and networking with the Swedish organizations—further complicate this periodization. These include organizations like Bildwechsel in Hamburg and Cinemien in Amsterdam, events such as the UNESCO symposium in 1975, Copenhagen International Women’s Film Festival in 1976, the First International Feminist Film and Video Conference in Amsterdam in 1981, and the yearly Women’s Film Festival in Sceaux—in addition to Women Make Movies and Cinema of Women, crucial examples of how film feminism still functioned as a “sphere of action” also in Anglo-American contexts throughout the 1980s, as recent histories of these organizations also show.73

In addition to complicating a presumed “regrettable” “loss of activism,” in Doane, Mellencamp, and Williams’ words, the juxtaposition also calls forth a reconsideration of a set of formative dichotomies sustained by the same origin story.74 To begin with, the notion of institutionalization, supposedly happening at the cost of activism, and the related opposition between mainstream and alternative women’s cinema are ill-suited to Swedish and other welfare state and smaller national contexts structured around art cinema institutions and public funds essential to both cultural production and activist organizing.75 Furthermore, the early categorization of Anglo-American feminist film culture as engaged in two opposing types of film work, realist and avant-garde—often exemplified by documentaries such as Growing Up Female (Julia Reichert and Jim Klein, 1971), Three Lives (Susan Kleckner and Kate Millett, 1971), and The Woman’s Film (Louise Alaimo, Judy Smith, and Ellen Sorren, 1970), on the one hand, and Mulvey and Peter Wollen’s, Sally Potter’s, and Yvonne Rainer’s works on the other—does not apply to Swedish film feminism.76 Whereas some of these and other titles associated with the two strands were indeed included in women’s film festivals in Sweden, they did not generate the same kind of debates in this context and they were not representative of the only types of film work included in these events. Paying astute attention to the heterogeneous curation of women’s film programs in Sweden at the time, this book’s first three chapters reveal that both international and domestic films circulating between these often exceeded the realism versus avant-garde dichotomy. As already mentioned, even though documentary made up a crucial part of women’s film production in Sweden, the contested category of the feminist realist documentary was scarce.77 Strikingly few films showcased Swedish women talking about their oppression in front of the camera. A premise in this book, therefore, is that women’s films in Sweden require other reading strategies.

Moreover, whereas the so-called realism debates—where images-of-women criticism’s calls for positive images of “real women” as well as feminist realist documentaries were accused of “naively” conflating representation with reality—have, undoubtedly, profoundly impacted developments in feminist film theory, it is important to be cautious about making assumptions about the impact of these debates in contexts outside of Anglophone film feminism. Claire Johnston’s and other formalist scholars’ interrogations of realism, and splits between editorial members of Women & Film and Camera Obscura, highlighted as formative in Rich’s timeline, did not influence Swedish film culture in the 1970s and 1980s.78 If anything, images-of-women perspectives remained central in the Swedish media debate throughout both decades, as I show in Chapters 1 and 2.79 Importantly though, in this book, this is not taken as evidence of the feminist film movement in Sweden as less sophisticated or lagging behind the development in Anglophone film feminism. Rather than measuring Swedish events against an ideal narrative, trying to make them fit within established frameworks, or limiting the scope of materials selected for analysis based on dominant categories, my approach seeks to draw out those other specificities that shaped the debate and development in this smaller context. As Judith Mayne pointed out in 1990, “one of the problems posed within contemporary feminist work on film is the inability to account for works that do not fit neatly within the parameters of theory.”80 Aiming to do precisely that, bringing a different empirical context and body of materials into focus, Swedish Film Feminism takes inspiration from long-running interrogations of the terms of the realism debates by Alexandra Juhasz, Anu Koivunen, Jane Gaines, Shilyh Warren, Jed Samer, and others who have offered crucial perspectives for opening up histories and texts rendered obsolete by its parameters.81



Terminology, Material, and Chapters

The above interrogation of what has come to count as the origins and main features of 1970s film feminism has implications for the use of terminology in this book. This concerns, in particular, the concept of women’s cinema. To avoid inviting assumptions that the complex theoretical nexus, as well as body of film work and debates that the concept encompasses in Anglophone feminist film theory seamlessly applies to Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s, a few remarks and distinctions are necessary. As Patricia White notes, the concept of women’s cinema remains contested in feminist film scholarship, but has mainly related to, on the one hand, a film historical category of feminist filmmaking, in which dominant patriarchal cinematic codes are challenged and replaced, and, on the other, to feminist film theory, “a critical discourse in academia.”82 Both uses are fundamental points of reference in this book. However, as should be clear already, rather than seeking to redefine or adapt the concept of women’s cinema to better suit my own case, I use notions of film feminism, feminist film movement, and feminist film culture to categorize and name the object of inquiry: the materialization of a lively film culture critically concerned with issues of women and film in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s, in which notions such as women’s film and female dramaturgy, among others, were set in motion. I investigate terms like these as historical notions, rather than use them as analytical concepts. My chosen terminology thus intends to distinguish between my own categorization and those terms used to address issues of women and film in Sweden during the second wave, most of which remained in flux and openly defined. This distinction is important not least since the Swedish terms are further complicated in this book because of their translation to an English terminology which itself carries a complex, partly overlapping but also diverging, history. Being cautious about the different meanings and nuances of the varying terminologies in Anglophone and Swedish contexts is essential given the above discussion about how feminist film theory hearkens back to an empirical foundation that the Swedish case falls outside of and partly challenges. Women’s films in Sweden differed in significant ways from what has been labelled women’s cinema in formative accounts in feminist film studies.

Rather than women’s cinema, I translate the Swedish term kvinnofilm to women’s film. I do this to maintain how the Swedish term can refer to the category of women’s film (or cinema) as well as to individual films, as in “a women’s film.” Whereas the prefix “kvinno-” is not specified in singular or plural, I choose to translate the term in plural in order to relate my translation to the politicized notion of women’s cinema, rather than the category of the woman’s film, in the sense of the Hollywood genre also thoroughly attended to by feminist film scholars. My translation evokes the distinction between the discursive construction of the generic “Woman” and “Women” as historical subjects, as Teresa de Lauretis, Mayne, and others have discussed.83 Stressing these politicized implications of the Swedish term is motivated by its connection not only to the critical concept of kvinnokultur (women’s culture) in the Swedish women’s movement, as I discuss in Chapters 2 and 3, but also to articulations of similar notions of Frauenfilm, kvindefilm, and kvinnefilm in German, Danish, and Norwegian film feminisms at the same time. Importantly, however, the notion of kvinnofilm also exceeded a clear-cut political vernacular and, as already mentioned, lacked a secure meaning throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Its circulation in the wider public—denoting, among other things, a category of films addressing issues and sensibilities associated with women and of interest to female audiences—epitomizes the complex eventfulness of Swedish film feminism under scrutiny in this book.

Pushing against received origin stories and predetermined categories in feminist film studies, the chapters in this book aim to lay bare and offer nuanced understandings of this eventfulness. This implies engaging with an extensive but fragmented archive scattered across institutions, databases, and private homes. In absence of previous overarching accounts of film feminism in Sweden, primary sources make up the foundation of this book’s construction of the movement’s history, including the charting of the above timeline. These sources range from news clippings collections and digitized newspapers; to magazines, catalogs, and other publications from various organizations; to collections of materials from women’s film associations, as well as state institutions supporting film production; and, finally, to a broad range of audiovisual materials. Striving to restore empirical detail to this understudied historical case without losing track of analysis and argumentation, I choose to amply include archival sources and findings in the endnotes, also for the sake of research documentation and future research. Inspired by the approaches proposed by Hesford and Hole, I, moreover, seek to open up this obscure textual and audiovisual archive beyond dominant analytical models and affective modes. The material’s incongruity with established frameworks in feminist film studies and overall inconsistencies have, in effect, constituted a productive dilemma and inspired a reading strategy focused precisely on contradiction and awkwardness, rather than coherence and conformity. The goal of this strategy is therefore neither to disavow nor to recuperate the movement’s knotty political and aesthetic features. This, however, is not to say that my own attachments and desires as a queer film scholar born in the 1970s and coming of age in the late 1990s have not played into the research process. Rather, my own ambivalence and bewilderment about the material—particularly its cis, hetero, and white normativity, and colonial aspects—have guided this book’s organization, selection of cases, and curious excavation of Swedish film feminism’s many paradoxes.

Surveying a broad range of media sources and archival materials, Chapter 1 seeks to unpack the many impulses that sparked the feminist film movement’s uprise in Sweden and the diverse, sometimes contradictory, ways in which the notion of women’s film was mobilized. The chapter delineates the emergence of feminist film culture at the intersection of the new women’s movement and leftist film culture, accounting for the key contexts, publications, and happenings that propelled the new, politicized discussions about women and film in the early 1970s. These discussions, I demonstrate, were predominantly articulated in terms of images-of-women criticism and passionately engaged in scrutinizing gender stereotypes not only in film but also in mass media and cultural canons generally. Drawing on Hesford’s approach to the US women’s movement as implicated with the broad public, the chapter, moreover, attends to how issues of women and film animated discussions in Swedish film culture widely, including in cinephile culture and popular movements, giving rise to more ambiguous takes.

Chapter 2 continues mapping feminist film culture’s materialization in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s, shedding light on the buzzing activities of four organizations: Swedish Women’s Film Association, the Women’s Cinema, Freja Film, and Biofem. Based on archival records from these associations, as well as reception materials related to their public events, the chapter highlights the diverse curation of film programs, beyond the dichotomy between realist and avant-garde films, and traces a discursive shift toward questions about what a specific “female” approach to filmmaking might imply. Contextualizing this shift in line with the turn to the concept of women’s culture in the Swedish women’s movement, I attend to the contradictory character of many of these conversations, not least to a recurrently voiced sense of suspicion vis-à-vis politics, including feminism. Seeking to make sense of this ambivalence through the lens of Berlant’s concept of intimate publics as “juxtapolitical” affective scenes for affirmation, the chapter offers a reframing of a long-running ideological debate about the concept of women’s culture in Sweden.

Furthering this line of argument, Chapter 3 explores the layered politics and aesthetics of women’s film work in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s, offering a broad overview of the main thematic and stylistic characteristics in these decades. Surveying films circulating between women’s film screenings, I draw out how fiction and documentary formats alike centered issues of women’s history, reproductive labor, environmentalism, and pacifism. Countering one-sided celebratory reading strategies and what Jane Gaines has termed the framework of “underestimation and overestimation” in feminist film studies, the chapter pulls into focus how these themes many times projected the same contradictory disbelief in the political sphere that I identify in Chapter 2.84 In order to come to terms with this ambivalence, the chapter draws on a conceptual framework combining articulations of the concept of women’s culture in the women’s movement in Sweden, feminist film theoretical explorations of how realist narrative conventions might construct female subjectivity, and Berlant’s concept of intimate publics.

In sum, the first three chapters offer a contextualizing delineation of the key contexts, events, ideas, debates, organizations, and types of films that constituted the feminist film movement in Sweden, from its emergence in the early 1970s to its thriving in the late 1970s and early 1980s. I stress the manifold, heterogeneous, and contradictory features through which feminist film culture manifested itself in this national context, and shed light on their entanglement with Swedish film culture, the new women’s movement, and the broader public during this era in Sweden’s political and cultural history. Setting a frame for the ensuing three case studies of specific funding and production contexts, the first three chapters pull into critical focus not only a recurrent articulation of suspicion and weariness about politics but also an overall conventionality and normativity of Swedish film feminism. Against this backdrop, the case studies provide critical intersectional interventions that dig deeper into the movement’s contradictory aspects, unraveling how the ambivalent logic of Swedish exceptionalism both enabled and restricted women’s filmmaking in these decades. Targeting the contemporaneous investment in a nationalist imaginary of progressive gender and solidarity politics, these chapters draw out how crucial funding opportunities outside the regular film production support system resulted in films that—in intriguing contrast to most of the titles accounted for in Chapter 3—more directly (yet sometimes problematically) explored issues of not just gender but also the even lesser attended to aspects of sexuality and race.

The first case study, Chapter 4, considers the international currency of Mai Zetterling’s feminist auteur persona in the wake of the devastating reception of The Girls in Sweden. The chapter focuses on four of her nonfiction shorts made in the 1970s and 1980s as examples of feminist film culture’s complex entanglement with political and commercial interests, again taking my cue from Hesford. Contesting popular accounts of Zetterling as an oppositional outsider struggling against the stream, the chapter highlights how the international production contexts she was invited to in the 1970s and 1980s enabled the exploration of original feminist aesthetics in these four shorts. Interrogating the oft-repeated suggestion that Zetterling was “ahead of her time,” I argue that this notion and the tendency to spotlight the scandalous treatment of The Girls have counterproductively contributed to obscuring Zetterling’s work from the ensuing decades, as well as the crucial role she played in transnational feminist film culture.

The second case study, Chapter 5, explores a complicated category of documentaries made by Swedish women about women in the so-called “Third World,” supported by the Swedish International Development Authority (SIDA) in the 1970s and 1980s. Examining this unique case of women’s film history, drawing on archival records from the state agency, the chapter sheds light on the interplay between the feminist film movement and Swedish solidarity politics at this time. In contrast to how Swedish film culture was otherwise marked by structural inequalities, SIDA’s film support was distributed at a strikingly equal rate in terms of gender and thus implied unique opportunities for Swedish women filmmakers. Moreover, in contrast to films made by women focusing on the Swedish context around the same time, these documentaries explicitly addressed issues of gender inequality and women’s liberation. However, they did so in ways that evoke Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s pivotal critique of Western feminist colonial discourse.85

Similarly focused on unexpected filmmaking opportunities sustained by state agencies outside of the cultural sphere, Chapter 6, the third case study, examines two rare lesbian film productions: Kvinnan i ditt liv är du (“The Woman in Your Life Is You,” made collectively by members of Lesbian Front Stockholm, 1977) and Eva och Maria (Eva and Maria, Mary Eisikovits, Marie Falksten, and Annalena Öhrström, 1983). Both were funded by the state agency Socialstyrelsen (the National Board of Health and Welfare), the same agency that, paradoxically, oversaw the official classification of homosexuality as a mental disorder in Sweden until 1979. Drawing from archival sources, the chapter sheds light on the rhetorical twists through which lesbian filmmaking was inserted into the board’s budget and, curiously, administered as an issue of birth control education. These neglected films, the chapter claims, offer critical insights into the awkward inability to come to terms with lesbianism not only in official records but also in the Swedish cultural public generally.

In the afterword, I offer some brief final reflections on recent turns in Swedish film feminism in the 2020s, against the backdrop of its manifestation during the second wave. This multilayered film historical case, I propose, sheds crucial contextualizing light on the eventfulness and salient paradoxes of the “50/50 by 2020” campaign. Synthesizing the implications of the historiographic approach elaborated throughout this book, I conclude that the uprise of and recent pushback against the “Anna Serner era” aptly substantiate this book’s call for fine-tuned frameworks to enrich rather than diminish the profound ambivalence of Swedish film feminism in the past and in the present.





1 The Eventfulness of “Women’s Film”

In the short film Kvinnomänniska (“Female Human,” Maj Wechselmann et al.) from 1970, a young woman, dressed in bright red trousers and t-shirt, sitting in a relaxed spread, one leg pulled up on the chair, next to a messy desk, delivers a frank testimony about picking up a man at a nightclub: 


I was dancing with a guy and then, suddenly, I say to him—or it wasn’t that sudden, we connected—and I say to him: “hey how about we sleep together?” . . . Looking back on this evening in hindsight, I want to get rid of this image. A girl does not behave like that, she does not take an initiative, and not in that way, not hard and direct like I did.



In contrast to her confident pose and despite acknowledging that she enjoyed the night spent together with the man, the woman feels guilty about her blunt pickup strategy. In her account, which testifies to the sexual liberalism associated with Sweden at this time, the casual one-night stand is not a moral problem per se, but the fact that she, the woman, took the initiative is presented as unacceptable and shameful. Her regrets concern breaking codes related to gender rather than sexual norms. In the same film, several other women similarly talk about how notions of passive and receptive femininity restrict their sense of sexual agency. They say that as women, they can never take the first step but must come up with subtle and indirect measures to get attention from the men they fancy.

“Female Human”—a twenty-minute-long “collage about gender roles” as the subtitle reads—was made collectively by students at the Swedish Film Institute’s exclusive Film School in Stockholm. The filmmaker who would become the most well-known from the group was Maj Wechselmann, a vocal figure in the leftist, feminist, peace, and climate movements since the 1970s. Still into the 2020s, Wechselmann remains one of the most prolific filmmakers in Sweden, known for her investigative documentaries about subject matters ranging from military industries and nuclear power to infant nutrition and the Swedish strategy during the Covid-19 pandemic. Throughout her long career, Wechselmann has developed a characteristic satirical style that interweaves interviews, documentary scenes, and voice-over narration with elements such as enactments, animation, graphics, intertitles, and stills to expose the various power relations underlying the phenomena she explores.1 The interview account in “Female Human” described above follows from a short scene in which the same woman phones a man and invites herself over for a date. The scene is introduced with the caption “The story of Anita,” indicating that both the scene and the interview have been staged.

“Female Human” was broadcast on Swedish Television in November 1970, announced as “a film satire about woman as human being in Sweden today.”2 It was also included in the co-op FilmCentrum’s distribution catalog and recurrently screened at women’s film festivals and other events throughout the decade. Since 2013, “Female Human” has been available on the Swedish Film Institute’s free archival streaming site Filmarkivet.se, where it is presented as emblematic of its moment in time, in between the student revolts of 1968 and the women’s movement.3 As one of the films most associated with the women’s movement in Sweden, “Female Human” is a fruitful starting point for delineating the emergence of the feminist film movement in Sweden. This chapter uses this case as a springboard for fleshing out the key contexts and occurrences through which feminist film culture unfolded in Sweden in the 1970s. Piecing together a broad range of scattered archival materials from media as well as community and private collections, the aim is to offer a thorough contextualizing mapping. I show how collaborations between the women’s movement and leftist film culture nurtured critical discussions and resulted in crucial publications and events, such as the multisited festival Kvinnofilmvecka (Women’s Film Week) in 1974, which included “Female Human” among its small selection of titles. In these early contexts and discussions, issues of women and film were first and foremost articulated in terms of images-of-women criticism, and one objective in this chapter is to offer a nuanced historicization of this perspective in this national context—beyond the formative critique put forth in Anglophone formalist feminist film theory. Stressing its pervasiveness and intersection with the general mass media critique informing public debate at the time, I draw out how images-of-women criticism played out in an array of cultural manifestations, publications, and television programs in the late 1960s and early 1970s, oftentimes in the manner of rhetorical juxtaposition of supposedly “false” and “true” images.

Another objective in this chapter, facilitated by the wide-ranging archival approach, is to account not only for the many impulses that sparked the feminist film movement’s uprise in Sweden but also for how issues of women and film took hold broadly, animating discussions in Swedish film culture in general and becoming flexibly and inconsistently mobilized in contexts related to popular education and cinephile culture. Recognizing the eventfulness of these issues at this time is crucial for understanding not only the disparate tendencies informing the movement in Sweden but also the contradictory ways in which meaning crystallized around the notion of women’s film—kvinnofilm—in this national context. Surveying press and broadcast media widely, I shed light on the high currency and many uses of this term. Its vast dissemination and open-ended character support the contention that feminist film culture—rather than an isolated and distinctly oppositional subculture or a subchapter of the dominant Anglo-American movement—was implicated with and structured around parameters pertaining to Swedish film culture and the cultural public generally in these years. A central argument in this chapter is that key conflicts in Swedish film at this time, in essence, between the so-called “film establishment” and leftist film culture were more formative than the battles that define established accounts in feminist film studies. I highlight how the diverse curation of women’s film programs in Sweden lacked consistent criteria and largely exceeded the dichotomy between documentary and avant-garde feminist film aesthetics. The combination of reenactments and confessional talking heads in “Female Human” offers a first illuminating counterexample.
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Figure 1.1  “Anita” in “Female Human: A Collage About Gender Roles” (1970). Frame grab, Kvinnomänniska: Ett kollage om könsroller directed by Janne Brodin, Arne Hedlund, Per Lundkvist, and Maj Wechselmann © The Swedish Film Institute/The Film School 1970. With kind permission from Maj Wechselmann.




What Does It Mean to be Brought Up as a Girl?

“What does it mean to be brought up as a girl?,” asks the voice-over narrator in “Female Human.” In addition to sequences addressing sexual agency, the film answers this question by exploring women and men’s different conditions and roles in the workplace and society in general. Interviews with various women, accounting, for instance, for their coping strategies in male-dominated work environments, are alternated with experimental enactments illustrating common belittling attitudes toward women. The film’s declared “collage” style, alternating between color and black and white, and stills and moving images, moreover, includes inserts from commercials, magazines, and biology books that are used to exemplify stereotypical notions of femininity and the narrow roles made available to women in cultural representations. Sustaining this critical analysis, “Female Human” inserts quotations from the influential book Det förkrympta kvinnoidealet (“The Shrunken Female Ideal”) by Barbro Backberger from 1966, a publication that served as a crucial inspiration for the new women’s movement in Sweden.4

“The Shrunken Female Ideal,” along with other publications by Backberger and others, propelled a new and radical version of the women’s movement in Sweden, differentiating itself from the traditional, predominantly liberally oriented women’s associations. Backberger, who promoted a determined socialist women’s movement, was one of the founders of Grupp 8 (Group 8) in 1968. The group became the largest and most influential feminist organization in Sweden in the next two decades. The politicization of gender, however, had been ongoing since the early 1960s, set in motion by two crucial notions in public debate: gender equality and gender roles, according to Emma Isaksson.5 The notion of gender roles, articulated within a liberal framework that stressed equal rights for women and men, gave rise to intense debates throughout the 1960s.6 In the second half of the decade, as the political climate in general shifted toward socialist analysis, protesting, and organizing, discussions about gender issues were increasingly informed by the new left’s anticapitalist, anti-imperialist, anti-traditionalist, and antiauthoritarian politics.7 The emphasis on labor and class issues in “Female Human” was in line with these sentiments, as was Wechselmann’s next documentary, Flickor på Marabou (“Girls at Marabou,” 1971), which interviewed women workers at a chocolate factory outside Stockholm.

The radical political scene in which the new women’s movement took shape in Sweden formed part of broad transnational tendencies and mobilizations for social justice and liberation. While the long-ruling Social Democratic Party, and especially Olof Palme—who after having served as Minister of Communication and Minister of Education became prime minister in 1969—drew from the era’s political engagement, the new left was often at odds with the government and pinpointed what was seen as failures of the Swedish welfare project.8 Thus, on the one hand, Palme’s much-mediatized condemnations of the United States’ involvement in the Vietnam War and focus on international solidarity spoke to the anti-imperialist and pacifist sentiments of the time and contributed to Sweden’s progressive international image.9 On the other hand, beginning in the mid-1960s, socialist intellectuals and activists articulated sharp critique against the perceived compliant and deceptive domestic policies regarding capitalism and class society. This critique was also tangible in Swedish film production, as Mariah Larsson and others have pointed out, and as I exemplify below.10 Similarly, in the 1970s, Palme became a spokesperson for gender equality in national as well as international contexts—including at the United Nations Conference of International Women’s Year in Mexico in 197511—and crucial reforms regarding individual income taxation, public childcare, gender-neutral parental benefit, and abortion were carried out under his rule. At the same time, his government was heavily criticized by the new women’s movement due to an infamous proposition to soften legislation regarding sexual offenses that the so-called Committee on Sexual Offences, informed by the sexual liberalism of the 1960s, presented in 1976.12

Several women’s organizations formed in the 1970s, including Arbetets kvinnor (Women of Labor), Kvinnoligan (Women’s League), and Lesbisk front (Lesbian Front), but, according to Isaksson, Group 8 was the one that primarily put forth concrete political demands. The group’s first action plan advocated for rights to wage labor, childcare, free abortion, pain relief during birth, and more collective housing. In 1976, they added issues such as six-hour workdays, legislation against gender-discriminating advertising, support to victims of abuse, and the right to one’s own sexuality to the agenda.13 Among the many activities carried out by the women’s movement, such as demonstrations, direct action, exhibitions, publications, study circles, seminars, and festivals, film screenings also formed part of various programs. For instance, already in 1972, Wechselmann’s “Girls at Marabou” was included in the context of the exhibition Kvinnor (Women) in Stockholm, an exhibition attended by Germaine Greer and other international guests.14

Backberger’s book “The Shrunken Female Ideal”—just like “Female Human,” which drew heavily on its analysis—articulated an explicit critique of patriarchal and bourgeois images of women, in line with contemporaneous scrutinizing of the Western cultural canon in the women’s movement transnationally.15 Rather than given by nature, gender roles and ideals were understood as socially constructed, imposed, and perpetuated through popular culture and mass media.16 Attacking cultural and scientific representations of women as naturally passive, Backberger’s book, for instance, pinpointed films by auteurs like Ingmar Bergman, Jörn Donner, and Bo Widerberg.17 Another influential context for this emerging criticism was a literary seminar in Uppsala in 1967, resulting in a collection of essays named Könsroller i litteraturen (“Gender Roles in Literature”).18 Importantly, however, debates about the representation of women on film were not new to the Swedish public. As Kristina Fjelkestam and Therese Hellberg both show, beginning already in the 1920s, women intellectuals regularly published critical views on what they perceived as cinema’s one-dimensional portrayals.19 Interrogating shallow representations of women as lacking other interests than beauty, consumption, and catching the right man, women writers in the 1940s and 1950s would contrast these with notions of women who strived for education and a life of their own, whether or not they also married and had children, according to Hellberg. In addition to criticizing clichés, the lack of women directors and scriptwriters was also brought up in these discussions, which make up a crucial historical background to the burgeoning images-of-women criticism in Sweden in the 1960s and 1970s.

In the 1970s, periodicals, such as Group 8’s magazine Kvinnobulletinen, became important platforms for the critique of the objectification and sexualization of women’s bodies in advertisement and pornography. These critical assessments of mass media and culture in general, moreover, stirred actions directed not only at porn clubs but also at Swedish Television.20 In her memoirs, former Group 8 member Gunilla Thorngren recalls how phone chain actions were set in motion to protest discriminatory images of women on Swedish Television.21 According to one report, as many as 250,000 women protested against conservative gender roles in radio and television programs in a joint action in 1974.22 Such critical understanding of the negative impact of media representations also informed a government report on gender equality, effected on the occasion of the International Women’s Year in 1975. The report argued that the way in which commercial culture—such as advertisement, film, women’s magazines, and the popular press—“took advantage of traditional gender roles” counteracted equality.23

Images-of-women criticism was, moreover, integral to cultural productions emanating from the women’s movement—for instance, the influential play Tjejsnack (“Chick Talk”) by Margareta Garpe and Suzanne Osten that premiered in 1971. The play sought to empower young women and girls, famously encouraging them to break free from limiting ideas and “raise [their] voices in order to be heard,” to quote an iconic song from the play. To expose stereotypes, various cultural images were displayed and reenacted on stage in a satirical manner. For instance, the play criticized the romanticized image of young love and happiness from the well-known poster for En kärlekshistoria (A Swedish Love Story, Roy Andersson, 1970), contrasting it with an enactment of what it would look like in reality: a quick and fumbling shag. The same strategy was employed in Kärleksföreställningen (“The Love Play”) in 1973, also by Garpe and Osten, where pornographic images were contrasted with both men and women’s need for love and tenderness.24

Wechselmann’s fourth film Omställningen (“The Adjustment,” 1974) offers another example of how juxtapositions of normative representations with presumed-to-be realistic ones were popularly employed in cultural manifestations within the women’s movement. Scrutinizing commercial informational materials addressed to pregnant women and new mothers, the film contrasts romanticized images with supposedly real ones.25 The same rhetorical device was picked up in a few television programs about Swedish women’s wage labor and social situation, emphasizing the centrality of media representations in the perpetuation of traditional gender roles. For instance, in a style similar to “Female Human,” programs such Alla tiders lågprisvara (“The Lowest-priced Item of All Time”) broadcast in 1972, and Som en hel karl (“Like a Whole Man”) broadcast in 1973, included clips from film and advertisement to illustrate how unrealistic images create expectations upon women to be something they are not, far removed from their own realities, work, and everyday lives. In another program, I huvet på en gammal dumburk (“Inside the Head of an Old Idiot Box”) (broadcast in 1976), focused specifically on gender representations on Swedish Television, the influential feminist Barbro Werkmäster proposed that a kind of content warning, offering a commentary on traditional gender roles in the case of broadcasting materials from the 1930s and 1940s, might be useful. In her own case, she attested, identifying as a child with characters played by Doris Day had taught her to become a certain kind of woman and act a role that had taken her years to de-learn and wash off.

The new women’s movement’s investment in the idea that traditional gender roles were indoctrinated by mass media created a fertile context for the burgeoning feminist film movement. However, audiovisual examples were not only useful for pinpointing cultural stereotypes. The film medium was also promoted as a vehicle for raising consciousness and mobilizing women. For instance, a conference in 1973 provided a list of cultural productions, including films, that could be used at public meetings to stimulate discussions and recruit to the movement.26 Among other films, the list included Wechselmann’s “Girls at Marabou” and Elsa Thörnström—friställd (“Elsa Thörnström—Redundant,” 1970), by the collective Bildaktivisterna (the Image Activists). Both titles were also included in the multisited Women’s Film Week the next year, where one of the events explicitly stated that the intention was to stimulate broader conversations in the women’s and socialist movements.27 In this vein, an article in the magazine Film & TV about film and consciousness-raising in women’s liberation in the United States also proposed that films could be used in the Swedish movement as a means to learn about one’s own oppression and its relation to women’s oppression worldwide, as well as to reach women who would not spontaneously come to women’s meetings.28



Resisting Expectations to Become a “New Bergman”

“Female Human” was credited collectively to Maj Wechselmann, Janne Brodin, Arne Hedlund, and Per Lundkvist, who were all students at the Film School in Stockholm, a decisive context for Swedish film culture in the 1960s. Established in 1964, the school formed part of the Swedish Film Institute, founded one year earlier, in 1963, with the explicit purpose to stimulate the production of so-called “quality” or “artistically valuable” film to counterbalance popular and commercial cinema.29 Informed by auteurist and European art cinema ideals, the film policy underpinning the Film Institute took Ingmar Bergman as role model, both aesthetically and because of his international fame and success.30 Bergman’s work set the standard for the so-called quality jury’s rating of the yearly Swedish film production, the result of which would largely determine a director’s future chances. Bergman also played a key role in the process of admitting new students to the Film School where he acted as “inspector.”31 According to Ingela Romare, who was the first woman accepted to the film directing training, there was a strong expectation upon the students to become a “new Bergman.”32

According to Tytti Soila, the Film School brought new opportunities for women aspiring to enter the film industry, not through a traditional and exclusionary apprentice system but by receiving professional training at an institution.33 However, as Larsson also notes, conditions for women filmmakers in Sweden did not change radically or immediately as a result of the Film School.34 In the 1960s, no more than four women formed part of the small exclusive group trained in film direction: Ingela Romare, Marianne Ahrne, Lena Ewert, and Maj Wechselmann. By 1983, 18 women out of 180 students in total had been trained at the school, according to a report from Swedish Women’s Film Association.35 Opportunities to enter the industry rather opened through the establishment of institutions emanating from the progressive climate at the time, such as alternative distribution and production contexts, as I discuss below, but also Swedish Television’s second channel, TV2, which after its launch in 1969, became a crucial context for media activism and solidarity programming.36 More unexpected contexts stimulating women’s filmmaking also emerged from state agencies responsible for issues outside the cultural field, such as Socialstyrelsen (the National Board of Health and Welfare) and the Swedish International Development Authority (SIDA).37 Moreover, in the dynamic film culture of the 1960s, it was not uncommon to get a chance at directing without previous practical experience. Celebrated Swedish auteurs like Bo Widerberg and Jan Troell, but also—intriguingly—Susan Sontag are all examples of this tendency.38 Invited to Sweden in 1968 by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs because of her vocal critique of the Vietnam War, Sontag met with producers at the company Sandrews and was generously offered the opportunity to direct two films: Duett för kannibaler (Duet for Cannibals, 1969) and Brother Carl (1971).39 Furthermore, several of the most well-known women directors who made their debuts in the second half of the 1970s and in the 1980s, including Gunnel Lindblom, Suzanne Osten, Marie-Louise De Geer Bergenstråhle, and Ingrid Thulin, were not formally trained at the Film School nor fostered in the contexts of Swedish Television or leftist film culture, but worked with cultural production in various other capacities before getting a chance at directing.

The work of the small group of women who did go to the Film School, nevertheless, had a given place in the emerging feminist film movement, and their films and diverging career directions aptly reflect how this movement took shape around intensifying conflicts in Swedish film. During the second half of the 1960s, the Swedish cultural debate became increasingly informed by ideological criticism targeting the bourgeois underpinnings of various cultural texts.40 Bergman’s status as well as the status of the Film Institute and the notion of quality film were successively coming under attack from emerging filmmakers shaped by the radical sentiments of the time. In contrast to the modernist style with which the notion of artistically valuable film was associated, Swedish films from the second half of the 1960s were characterized by a more sober, matter-of-fact tone and realist and documentary approaches.41 In addition to fiction film directors incorporating documentary elements in their work, politically engaged filmmakers turned to documentaries in order to scrutinize the shortcomings of the Swedish welfare system or report from liberation movements in former colonies. Testifying to these tensions, Ewert recalled in an interview in 1974 how the teachers at the Film School had expected her to make films in the same style as Mai Zetterling and had lost interest when she turned to documentary.42 Romare’s film production also provides an illuminating example of how political activism came to reshape the output of the Film School’s students. As the first woman admitted to the school in 1965, Romare started her career with a few short fiction and experimental films, including Kyrie (1965), based on a text fragment by Swedish highbrow author Birgitta Trotzig. Turning to documentary in the late 1960s, Romare, oftentimes in collaboration with her partner Lennart Malmer, became one of the most productive solidarity filmmakers in Sweden, making documentaries about the war in Vietnam and freedom struggles on the African continent.43

Romare and Ewert both participated in the making of one of the controversial documentaries that became emblematic of the conflicts between leftist filmmakers and the Film Institute’s founder and CEO Harry Schein. Den vita sporten (The White Game, Ingela Romare et al., 1968), about the Davis Cup tennis games in the small town of Båstad in southern Sweden, documented the anticolonial protests against then Rhodesia’s participation. Ewert was also involved in the making of Rekordåren, 1966, 1967, 1968 . . . (“The Record Years, 1966, 1967, 1968 . . . ,” Lena Ewert et al., 1969), criticizing the Swedish mixed economic system, and Kamrater, motståndaren är välorganiserad (“Comrades, the Enemy Is Well Organized,” Lena Ewert et al., 1970), about striking miners in the north of Sweden. Just like The White Game, these collectively made films stirred controversy not only because of their interrogations of Social Democratic domestic politics but because of the conflicts that erupted with the Film Institute around their production and exhibition.44

Among the few women who made it into the Film School in the 1960s, Marianne Ahrne was the only one who pursued fiction filmmaking, in addition to making documentaries. Her first feature-length fiction Långt borta och nära (“Far Away and Nearby,” 1976) earned her the Film Institute’s “Guldbagge” prize for best film, the first film directed by a woman to receive it. Ahrne was also the one among the women at the school who remained explicitly hesitant about the emerging feminist film movement and the notion of women’s film.45 Nevertheless, her films addressed politicized themes such as abortion, elderly care, psychiatric clinics, and migration, and despite her declared reluctance to being “ghettoized,” her films were included, and she herself occasionally participated in women’s film festivals and events throughout the 1970s and 1980s.46



A More Truthful Description of Reality

In addition to the Film School and Swedish Television, the establishment of leftist production, distribution, and exhibition contexts became essential for women directors and feminist film culture in the 1970s. The co-op FilmCentrum, for instance, distributed not only “Female Human,” but several of Wechselmann’s other films, including “Girls at Marabou” and Viggen 37—ett militärplans historia (“Viggen 37—the History of a Military Plane,” 1973), which exposed the Swedish military industry. Founded in 1968, FilmCentrum, “the film workers’ association,” took inspiration from co-ops in the United States and sought to challenge the Film Institute’s reward system of quality premiums and top-down rule. Promoting democratic cultural policies of inclusion and diversity, the organization’s goal was for filmmakers to remain “free” and in charge of the means of production themselves.47 The oppositional stance was manifested in the organization’s magazine Film & TV, launched in 1973. The editorial of the first issue pinpointed commercial cinema and mass media, and suggested that “[t]o reach a more truthful description of reality, more accurate—and fun—expressions for our time, ought to be a constant goal for every true film worker.”48 The fifth issue was dedicated to questions about women and film, and stirred a heated public debate, as I return to below. The year before, in 1972, FilmCentrum had announced a screening of “women’s films,” and in 1974, they co-organized the multisited Women’s Film Week in four different cities in Sweden, which I also discuss below.49 Starting in 1977, when FilmCentrum began categorizing their until-then-uncategorized catalog of films in distribution, films about “women’s struggle” were highlighted under a separate heading, focusing to a large extent on solidarity films and films in the “Third World,” including titles like Saat el Fahrir dakkat, Barra ya isti Mar (The Hour of Liberation Has Arrived, Heiny Srour, 1974) and Kvinna mitt på jorden (“Woman in the Middle of the World,” Ulf Hultberg and Mona Sjöström, 1976).50

The Women’s Film Week in 1974 was co-organized with the independent cinema Folkets bio (the People’s Cinema), launched in 1973. The organization’s aim was to distribute noncommercial films and provide filmmakers with a distribution channel of their own by gradually starting up cinemas across the country.51 The People’s Cinema regularly co-organized events related to women’s film culture, for instance, a women’s film week happening in conjunction with a large women’s culture festival in Stockholm in 1977.52 Another context of significance was the workshop Filmverkstan (the Film Workshop), established in Stockholm in 1973. Co-financed by the Film Institute and Swedish Television, the workshop, which supported amateur productions by providing equipment, was an outcome of the Social Democratic aim to expand participation in cultural production.53 According to Lars Gustaf Andersson and John Sundholm, the workshop crucially enabled production and distribution of films by groups marginalized in dominant film production: immigrants, women, experimental, and documentary filmmakers.54 For instance, the workshop supported the production of the short Bögjävlar (Damned Queers, Gunnar Almér et al., 1977), a documentary about a gay male collective in Stockholm.55 Damned Queers, however, was a rare exception in this production context and heteronormative Swedish film culture in general. The lesbian all-female production Eva och Maria (Eva and Maria, Mary Eisikovits, Marie Falksten and Annalena Öhrström, 1983) was rejected when the team sought support from the workshop.56 As Andersson and Sundholm also note, even if women were able to receive support from the workshop to a larger degree than from the Film Institute, most of the support went to men.57



The Medium That Has Turned Woman into a Dead Billboard

Film & TV’s special issue on women and film in 1973 and the ensuing Women’s Film Week in 1974 were crucial occasions for establishing the notion of women’s film in the Swedish public. In these contexts, the images-of-women perspective that informed the women’s movement and the broad mass media critique that was integral to leftist film culture were articulated more distinctly in relation to issues of women and film. The tone was confrontational, and both cases drew a considerable amount of media attention, providing insight into the discursive struggles over and heterogeneous attempts at making sense of these issues at the time. Situating the question of women and film within the film worker’s struggle to reclaim the means of production, the editorial of the special issue declared: “Film is the ‘medium’ that above others has turned woman into a dead billboard. With cinema, prostitution moved onto the screen and turned into a world-wide business.”58 Throughout, the issue called for action. According to Kerstin Allroth, the main editor:


It is going to take time to change mass media and the indoctrination of gender roles. The task is not only to address and get rid of the cliché image of woman. We must offer something else instead. We cannot only argue. We must analyze and we must bring about an alternative. We must make films ourselves. We can no longer sit and wait. We need positive women’s roles to identify with.59



Several articles similarly stressed that critical analysis was just as crucial as the creation of new images. The issue mercilessly attacked films such as Lolita (Stanley Kubrick, 1962) and Ultimo tango a Parigi (Last Tango in Paris, Bernardo Bertolucci, 1972). In an article arguing that Swedish male directors were unable to imagine women as free and equal, Gunilla Granath, Annika Persson, and Ebba Witt-Brattström wrote: “With ‘The Silence’, ‘Persona’, and ‘Cries and Whispers’, Bergman has taken the ultimate leap down the abyss of womanhood. He splashes around in the inscrutable and dark waters of the female soul, fishing out the barren, static lack of contact and effervescent neuroses of the bourgeoisie.”60 Another piece, a translated and edited article by Beverly Walker, written for the magazine Women & Film in 1972, criticized Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange (1971) in the same vein.61 Discussions within the feminist film movement in the United States were also picked up in reports on how film was used for consciousness-raising purposes, and on the notion of women’s film in reference to the International Festival of Women’s Films in New York in 1972, distribution companies such as Women Make Movies, and the magazine Women & Film.62 Surveying women’s films in the United States, Witt-Brattström noted the dominance of the interview format and suggested a three-part categorization: films that explain indoctrination during childhood, such as Growing Up Female (Julia Reichert and Jim Klein, 1971); portraits of independent women and role models, such as Angela: Portrait of a Revolutionary (Yolande DuLuart, 1971); and visionary films, promoting a radical feminist lifestyle and culture, such as Childcare: People’s Liberation (Bonnie Friedman and Karen Mitnik, 1970) and I Am Somebody (Madeline Anderson, 1969). A broader transnational approach was, moreover, evoked in articles about women filmmakers in East and West Germany and about Sarah Maldoror.63

While the issue was clearly steeped in socialist and images-of-women perspectives, it also testified to colliding viewpoints in the emerging film movement. For instance, several women in the Swedish film industry, participating in a survey published in the issue, expressed hesitation about even answering questions about gender. Similarly, the debate following the publication revealed that there was scarcely any consensus around issues of women and film at this time.64 The most heated responses came from male film critics like Nils Petter Sundgren and Gunder Andersson who protested against the analysis of Bertolucci’s, Kubrick’s, and Bergman’s films.65 According to them, the writers ignored class aspects and how satire made up a key element of films like the comedy Mannen som slutade röka (“The Man Who Quit Smoking,” Tage Danielsson, 1972). Granath, Persson, and Witt-Brattström replied that artistic values such as humor or existential questions did not justify degrading images.66 The inclusion of a scene set in a brothel in “The Man Who Quit Smoking” only functioned as hidden promotion of the porn industry’s daily abuse of “women’s identity and self-esteem,” they argued.67 Even if men also felt they were not realistically portrayed, they usually did not have to leave the theater feeling humiliated and abused, the authors moreover claimed in a manner evoking Constance Penley’s account of her experience of Viskningar och rop (Cries and Whispers, Ingmar Bergman, 1973) as “one of being emotionally and psychically raped.”68


[image: The cover of Film & TV No. 5-6 from 1973 features a stylized black and white illustration of a woman entwined in a film strip on a red background, titled “Kvinnans roll i filmen” which translates to “The woman’s role in film.”]

Figure 1.2  Cover of Film & TV magazine, no. 5–6 (1973), special issue on “woman’s role on film.” Cover by Dan Jonsson.



The special issue was also debated on a radio show similarly manifesting the lack of a secure meaning of the notion of women’s film at this time.69 Eva Bjurholm, a student at the Film School, criticized the issue for not privileging class and anticapitalist struggles, and questioned the political use of the notion of women’s film if it only referred to bourgeois women. In response, one unnamed contributor to the special issue stressed that the notion of socialist women’s film must involve the depiction of “common women’s work and life, our often painful and tentative road toward awareness, political action, and struggle for socialism.” Both Bjurholm’s critique and the response testify to the centrality of class in discussions about women’s struggles at the time, but also to how the two would sometimes be seen as at odds with one another, which, according to a report in Film & TV, was also the case during a discussion in the context of the Women’s Film Week in Stockholm in 1974.70

The first major event explicitly dedicated to screening women’s films in Sweden was organized by FilmCentrum, Group 8, and the People’s Cinema shortly after the publication of Film & TV’s special issue. The Women’s Film Week took place in Stockholm in January 1974, in Gothenburg in March, in Uppsala in May, and in Lund in November. Local co-organizers were involved in Gothenburg and Lund.71 The programs partly overlapped but also differed between the cities. All four chose to screen “Female Human” and “Girls at Marabou,” as well as the collectively made short “Elsa Thörnström—Redundant,” and Salt of the Earth (Herbert J. Biberman, 1954), manifesting the politicization of women’s work at the time. Claudia von Alemann’s Aus Eigener Kraft—Frauen in Vietnam (“Women in Vietnam,” 1971) formed part of the programs in Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Uppsala. The Woman’s Film (Louise Alaimo, Judy Smith, and Ellen Sorren, 1970), Zetterling’s Flickorna (The Girls, 1968), and the Danish experimental short Tornerose var et vakkert barn (“Sleeping Beauty Was a Beautiful Child,” Jytte Rex and Kirsten Justesen, 1971) were included in the Stockholm and Gothenburg programs. Films by male directors (in addition to Salt of the Earth) such as Lars Forsberg’s Jänken (The Yankee, 1970), Stig Björkman’s Sanningen om nya Anna Susanna (“The Truth About New Anna Susanna,” 1967), Alf Sjöberg’s Bara en mor (Only a Mother, 1949), Franz Ernst’s Ang.: Lone (“Concerning Lone,” 1970), and two different adaptations of Maxim Gorky’s novel Mother—by Vsevolod Pudovkin in 1926 and Mark Donskoy in 1955—were also included in the various programs.

A report about the event in Stockholm, written for Film & TV, commenting on the fact that only five out of seventeen films were directed by women, stated that the selection was shaped by limited economic resources, preventing organizers from including international films by women and inviting international women filmmakers.72 The report, moreover, criticized the Film Institute for not agreeing to lend them film copies, for instance, of Norrtullsligan (The Norrtull Gang, Per Lindberg, 1923), based on a novel by well-known author and suffragist Elin Wägner. Although the programs of this multisited festival were strikingly eclectic, they clearly signaled a take on the notion of women’s film as implying realistic portrayals. The report from the event in Stockholm, for instance, stated that the purpose had been to “take stock of women’s film, where woman is portrayed as a thinking human being with her own ideas and her own life.”73 The press release for the film week in Gothenburg stated that they would “show some realistic portrayals of women—in contrast to the commercial companies’ overindulging in prejudice about women.” 74 In passionate detail, the press release furthermore declared:


Not long ago, for most of us, the notion of Women and Film evoked the image of a wet mouth, swelling breasts, and a couple of well-formed legs. There were bath girls, jungle girls, saloon girls, and lots of other girls that the Hollywood factories spat out like a conveyer belt, along with their stereotypical lip painting and always neatly coiffured curls that were never ruined neither by war, earthquakes, nor wild animals. Aside from these . . . there was an entire army of wives or Misses Smith—dressed in fidelity, grey skirt, short sleeved shirt and cheeks supposed to look as if they never felt the indecent touch of a puff. . . . The beautiful and fashionable bachelor girls made their entrance with the French new wave and created yet another unforgettable type in the line of women templates.



The graphic language, describing at length the negative stereotypes under attack, was similar in tone to the articles in the special issue of Film & TV, endeavoring to denounce dominant imagery. Accordingly, the report from the event in Stockholm found that the most important aspect of the week proved to be not necessarily the films that were screened but the discussions about “the image of woman that mass media imposes on us.”75 In order to discuss this image with invited male film critics, trailers from films such as A Clockwork Orange, The Professionals (Richard Brooks, 1966), Viva Maria! (Louis Malle, 1965), Che? (What?, Roman Polanski, 1972), Mazurka på sengekanten (Bedtime Mazurka, John Hilbard, 1970), Heavy Traffic (Ralph Bakshi, 1973), and Kattorna (The Cats, Henning Carlsen, 1965) were shown. According to the report, the audience reacted forcefully against these false images and the fact that male and bourgeois film critics celebrated them from an “artistic” point of view. Film critics had a great responsibility, the report stated; therefore, “it is important that films with speculative and degrading views on women are not praised to the skies, but also analyzed from a women’s perspective.”76 Wechselmann had put forth a similar point in an article in 1972, and over the next decade, this type of debate, where male film critics would be held accountable for their gender-biased views, came to make up a central facet of feminist film culture in Sweden.77

Another outcome from the Women’s Film Week in Stockholm was a resolution addressed to the Ministry of Education, stating that: “The only possibility to create an image of woman true to reality is to give film workers and audiences a democratic influence over both production and distribution of films.”78 The resolution, which according to the report was adopted during the Women’s Film Week in Gothenburg as well, shows how issues of women and film were articulated in line with leftist film culture at the time, just like the editorial of the special issue of Film & TV. In contrast, when the Women’s Film Week took place in Lund, the emphasis was less on film political debates. In addition to film screenings, the program instead included discussions about the women’s movement in different countries, how mass media shape opinions, childcare and housing politics, as well as a proposed opportunity for socialist parents to form an organization.79 These local differences testify to the flexible ways in which these issues were being engaged in at this time, even within contexts of the women’s movement and leftist film culture.



3 Sex Goddesses, Tons of Clichés

Beside the widely publicized cases of the Film & TV issue and the Women’s Film Week, evidently sprung from contexts of the women’s movement and leftist film culture, issues of women and film and the notion of women’s film also animated events and discussions in Swedish film culture broadly. For instance, in 1975, evoking the high currency and elasticity of these issues, the company Sandrews announced a “women’s series,” including films such as Une belle fille comme moi (Such a Gorgeous Kid Like Me, François Truffaut, 1972), Il deserto rosso (Red Desert, Michelangelo Antonioni, 1964), and L’amour l’après-midi (Chloe in the Afternoon, Éric Rohmer, 1972), in addition to Zetterling’s Älskande par (Loving Couples, 1964) and The Girls, the only films directed by a woman in the series.80 In addition to such occasional programming at commercial cinemas, these issues took hold in cinephile culture and popular education. Contexts related to the Film Institute’s fostering of art cinema and auteurism, such as the Cinematheque and the magazine Chaplin, regularly addressed questions of women and film. For example, the Film Institute curated and distributed a series of women’s films across the country in 1980.81 Series of women’s films would also be occasionally announced and broadcast on Swedish Television.82

In December 1975, an ambitious month-long series with women’s films was launched at the Cinematheque in Stockholm, curated by Anna-Lena Wibom, who had then recently attended the UNESCO symposium in Italy and who would play a key role in the formation of Swedish Women’s Film Association the next year. Wibom’s and the other Swedish delegates’ participation in the symposium and the plans for Film Women International had received some attention in the Swedish press, not least when actress Bibi Andersson, in line with current images-of-women criticism, agitated in an interview: “We must fight against films that depict women as sex objects, lovers, virgins, tarts, or generally unpleasant ploys,” and stated that “the banalization of women is worse than ever. Now we must work to get rid of the clichés.”83 The series at the Cinematheque included the until then largest selection of films directed by women shown together in Sweden. Some seventy titles were included, a few of which were directed by men in order to, as the program stated, “give a background to the entire project.”84 Some films by men were included as “representative examples” of clichés, whereas others, such as films by Alexander Kluge and Lars Forsberg, were described as making an effort to showcase an image “in agreement with the woman in reality.” The short presentation of How to Marry a Millionaire (Jean Negulesco, 1953), on the other hand, sardonically read: “3 sex goddesses, tons of clichés,” and the presentation of Jag är nyfiken—gul (I Am Curious—Yellow, Vilgot Sjöman, 1966) stated that the sex scenes overshadowed the political message. Included films by women were as diverse as Qu’est-ce qu’être femme (Women Reply, Agnès Varda, 1975), Monangambé (Sarah Maldoror, 1968), Dzhamilia (Jamilya, Irina Poplavskaya and Sergei Yutkevich, 1968), Janie’s Janie (Geri Ashur et al., 1971), Two Women (Mira Hamersmesh, 1973), Sedmikrásky (Daisies, Věra Chytilová, 1966), Mimì metallurgico ferito nell’onore (The Seduction of Mimi, Lina Wertmüller, 1972), Portrait of Jason (Shirley Clarke, 1967), Dance Girl Dance (Dorothy Arzner, 1940), Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce—1080 Bruxelles (Chantal Akerman, 1975), The Star of Bethlehem (Lotte Reiniger, 1956), Egyszerü történet (A Commonplace Story, Judit Elek, 1975), and Wanda (Barbara Loden, 1970). Included Swedish titles were directed by Ingela Romare, Maj Wechselmann, Mai Zetterling, and Marianne Ahrne. The early Swedish film Fadren (“The Father”), directed by Anna Hofman-Uddgren in 1912, was also included, as well as several films by Gunvor Nelson. The short presentations manifested a duality in tone: while they evoked the same images-of-women rhetoric that informed the special issue of Film & TV in 1973 and the Women’s Film Week in 1974, they also brought out a smart and snappy—less politicized—attitude in line with the cultivated sarcasm in the magazine Chaplin. For example, the description of Belle de jour (Luis Bunuel, 1967), read: “A young married woman from the upper middle class offers her services at a brothel, where she finds her feet.”

The Film Institute’s “independent” and “exclusive” magazine Chaplin, firmly anchored in auteurism, explored issues of women and film in two long pieces in 1975 and 1976, both of which drew attention in cultural commentaries in dailies.85 The reporter Lisbeth Lindeborg interviewed a large number of women filmmakers in Europe, including Mai Zetterling, Agnès Varda, Sarah Maldoror, Esta Marshall, Ula Stöckl, Chantal Akerman, Ingemo Engström, and Claudia von Alemann, and reported on organizations such as French Musidora, German Frauenfilmgruppe, and the newly launched Film Women International.86 However, already in 1968, Chaplin had published an issue on women’s roles in film, which offers an intriguing example of the ambiguity and polyvocality through which these issues emerged in the cultural debate in Sweden. In addition to evoking images-of-women criticism in a few sharp articles, other articles, for instance a piece about Barbarella (Roger Vadim, 1968), discussed popular representations of women in a decidedly less politicized, more humorous manner, not targeting their sexism or underlying patriarchal ideology. Most strikingly, an article about the “Lolita image”—taking Kubrick’s adaptation of Nabokov’s novel as its starting point—maintained a bemused tone in a lengthy discussion about the cinematic phenomena of the “nymphette” and the “nympholept.”87 Claiming that no sexologist had taken the “Lolita syndrome” seriously, the author jokingly stated that “[t]he subject matter [was] virgin land.”88 Somewhat contradictorily, he included an empathetic quotation about pedophilia from Swedish sexologist Lars Ullerstam’s influential book De erotiska minoriteterna (The Erotic Minorities) from 1964, an emblematic example of the exceedingly liberal discourse on sexual freedom in Sweden in the 1960s.89

Ambiguity and adaptability also characterized the ways in which the notion of women’s film was increasingly being mentioned in the Swedish press in the early 1970s. Notably, the term had occasionally been attached to various films at least since the 1920s. Based on a search among the digitized dailies available through the Swedish National Library’s newspaper service, the term appears to have been used for the first time in relation to The Norrtull Gang in 1923. It was thereafter only sparsely and irregularly used until the mid-1950s when it began appearing in articles about Bergman’s films.90 In the 1960s, the term was mentioned in relation to films by directors as diverse as Mai Zetterling, Vilgot Sjöman, John Ford, and sexploitation director Mac Ahlberg.91 In the early 1970s, the term began being used widely, both as a more general categorization and to refer to the politicized manner in which it was mobilized in feminist film culture. In an early attempt at making sense of its various meanings, film critic Jan Aghed, observing that women’s films appeared to have become a trend, reported about three kinds of women’s films at the film festival in Venice in 1972: films about women made by men, films about men made by women, and films about women made by women.92 In a piece published in 1974, actress Bibi Andersson used the term in line with the notion of woman’s film—“films about love that women drag their men to the cinema to see”—based on her reading of Molly Haskell’s From Reverence to Rape.93 However, as the already mentioned example of the Film & TV issue also shows, whereas concepts picked up from the feminist film movement in the United States were occasionally introduced in the Swedish debate, they were far from the only perspectives circulating at this time.



Women’s Film as Quality Education

In addition to how critics and curators swiftly adopted the notion of women’s film, issues of women and film also came to circulate in contexts related to the labor movement and popular education. An intriguing example of the broad eventfulness of these issues is the campaign “Women’s Roles in Film,” initiated by Folkets husföreningarnas Riksorganisation (National Organization of Community House Associations) in 1974. The creation of community houses and folk parks in Swedish cities, beginning in the 1890s, was based on the idea of enterprises independently run and owned by the people. However, the artistic quality of the repertoire at the community house cinemas was a recurrent subject of debate, and in 1969, a specific “quality” cinema association, Bio Kontrast, was launched.94 According to announcements, the campaign “Women’s Roles in Film,” distributed to community house cinemas across the country in 1975, was a collaboration between National Organization of Community House Associations, two trade unions, and the Social Democratic Women’s Association.95 The purpose was to discuss women’s roles in three different films. The package contained excerpts from Zetterling’s The Girls, Jörn Donner’s erotic feature Kvinnobilder (Portraits of Women, 1970), and Forsberg’s The Yankee, about a young badly-off single mother. The selected scenes were meant to address images of women in the domestic (The Yankee) and professional (The Girls) spheres, and images of women as sexual objects (Portraits of Women).

The project was announced as forming part of the larger discussion about the role of popular movements in cultural politics and the notion of quality film. Thus, in this case, a critical discussion about gendered representations intertwined with the education of popular tastes by raising the audience’s awareness of the notion of quality film. “The notion of quality is not just a matter of distribution but about opinion-making and general education,” according to one announcement.96 Rather than seeking to increase the quality of the repertoire through censorship or control, the aim was to create conditions for a living discussion about the content of the films. The discussion in this case included questions about what parts of the excerpts audience members were able to recognize from their own realities and whether women were portrayed with understanding or as sexual objects. A report from the screenings in the small urban areas of Hallstavik and Iggesund claimed that the audience found Portraits of Women hard to identify with and its portrayal of women false, whereas The Yankee was seen as a realist film.97

In conjunction with the package “Women’s Roles in Film,” the distribution company Föreningsfilmo promoted a heterogeneous list of films for rent in order to “join the debate.”98 These included Wechselmann’s “The Adjustment,” as well as a package of films about women in “developing countries,” such as Mijita (Sergio and Patricio Castilla, 1970) and Le Wazzou polygame (The Polygamous Wazzou, Oumarou Ganda, 1971), as well as “in Sweden,” which included two films: The Yankee, once again, and the short film Play Mate by Lars Lambert, made in the context of the Film School in 1967. The short was a humorous fictive reportage about a pinup girl, which had been included in the Women’s Film Week in Uppsala in May 1974, promoted as “a satirical film about the false view on woman in the weekly press.”99 However, in contrast to how the figure of the pinup also appeared in a satirical manner in “Female Human,” made three years later, Play Mate did not include any explicit critical commentary or offer any contrasting “realistic” images. Not evidently conveying images-of-women criticism, the film places the girl’s banal views and dreams rather than mass media as the target of the joke. Play Mate’s exhibition—despite this political unclarity—and the common appropriation of the polysemic figure of the pinup girl in contexts of feminist film culture in the early 1970s illustrate the elasticity of issues of women and film at the time and provide a useful instance for summing up this chapter.

* * *

In addition to “Female Human” and Play Mate, the pinup appeared on the front covers of both the Chaplin issue addressing women’s roles in film in 1968—in the shape of the “interplanetary pinup girl Barbarella”—and the Film & TV special issue on women and film—in the format of a drawing of a naked woman wrapped in a film strip (Figure 1.2).100 The figure was also explored in works by women filmmakers and artists, such as Gunvor Nelson and Marie-Louise De Geer Bergenstråhle, triggering various responses and ambivalent ways of making sense of these representations. Swedish-born Nelson, who had established herself as an avant-garde filmmaker in California in the 1960s, had her work regularly screened at women’s film festivals, including at the First International Festival of Women’s Films in New York in 1972. In Sweden, her films were included in the women’s film month at the Cinematheque in Stockholm in 1975, at a women’s film week at Moderna Museet (the Modern Art Museum) in Stockholm in 1980, and in the festival Kvinnor i svensk film (Women in Swedish Film) in 1983. However, Nelson herself would often express hesitation vis-à-vis the women’s movement and did not consider feminist film culture a crucial context for her work.101 For instance, in response to the alleged fact that Kate Millet celebrated her work and that she received regular invitations to women’s liberation events, she stated in one interview that she did not feel “as angry” as they were.102 Nevertheless, even if Nelson claimed to have had other intentions than to manifest the women’s movement’s images-of-women criticism, her first film Schmeerguntz (1966), made together with Dorothy Wiley, is an emblematic example of the rhetorical device of juxtaposing stereotypical imagery with women’s alleged true realities that, as I have shown in this chapter, informed cultural manifestations related to the women’s movement in Sweden.103 In a humorous manner, the short contrasts idealized images of Miss America contestants and commercials addressed to new mothers with profane images of a pregnant woman’s morning sickness and a baby’s behind covered in poop. Nelson and Wiley’s Take Off (1972), a short humorous representation of a striptease act, similarly exemplifies how pinup and stripper figures were popular motifs parodied also in experimental film cultures not explicitly dedicated to critical images-of-women frameworks.104 Despite Nelson’s declared other intentions, both shorts were canonized in feminist film culture. In contrast, De Geer Bergenstråhle, who had provocatively posed as a pinup model in the highbrow art magazine Paletten in 1969, stirred feminist protests when she again enacted this figure in the film Hallo Baby (Johan Bergenstråhle) in 1976 (Figure 3.1). As I discuss more in Chapter 3, critics found this performance reactionary and exploitative.

These different approaches to and interpretations of the pinup figure epitomize the open-ended character of the visual language through which feminist film culture materialized in Sweden. Like the notion of women’s film, the high currency of this figure at this time exceeded a strictly feminist grammar but was available for a variety of artistic and satirical uses and takes. The purpose of this chapter has been to lay bare this polysemy and the diverse impulses and contexts that shaped the feminist film movement’s emergence in Sweden in the late 1960s and early 1970s, beyond dominant narratives and categories in Anglophone film feminism. I have drawn out how the women’s movement and leftist film culture were fundamental to this emergence. However, rather than isolating this complex event to distinct activist contexts and concepts, I have attended to its implication with the wider public and shown how conversations around issues of women and film took hold broadly and inconsistently. These insights into the disparate tendencies and flexible meanings generated in these conversations make up a crucial backdrop to the next chapter’s analysis of the complicated developments in feminist film culture in Sweden in the ensuing decades.






2 From Images of Women to “Female” Films

In a review reporting from the film festival Kvinnor i svensk film (Women in Swedish Film) in 1983, the authors observe that the majority of films included in the festival, rather than presenting “discouraging images,” were free from “whining” over the hardships of “tedious, pathetic woman’s life.”1 They notice a development from what they describe as “critical and pretentious films” about class struggle and war toward explorations of “existential issues, spatial metaphors, and the domestic sphere.”


Women’s film yes, what is that? . . . Our impression after the festival is that women do not want to go into explicit polemic against men, such as in the gender equality debate, but instead show that women, who often have an obscure position, are important just because they exist. There is a certain self-evident way in which images of women are addressed. Few slam their fists on the table and say, here indeed I will show you a woman. It is not heroes that are portrayed. The specific women are often recognizable and representative of a joint, common experience. Rather than the odd and unique, the ordinary is often brought out.2



Standing in stark contrast to how issues of women and film were articulated in the emerging film movement in the early 1970s, these observations evoke a discursive shift in feminist film culture in Sweden that this chapter explores. In the early 1970s, as I account for in Chapter 1, the notion of women’s film, while flexibly mobilized in multiple contexts, was largely discussed in terms of images-of-women criticism: as referring to films that would offer more truthful representations than those distorted images of women as passive objects that dominated both Hollywood and European art cinema, as well as advertising and mass media in general. In contrast to the confrontational approach in many of the early events and publications, where emphasis was placed on exposing negative stereotypes, this chapter draws out how issues of women and film by the early 1980s came to be discussed in a more compromising and internal idiom of what was special and different about women’s filmmaking. Discussions about what the notion of women’s film meant in terms of content and style, as well as what notions of “female” film language could imply, proliferated in many contexts related to the by that time buzzing film culture. Four organizations dedicated to issues of women and film were active in Sweden in the early 1980s: Svenska Kvinnors Filmförbund (Swedish Women’s Film Association) and Freja Film in Stockholm, Kvinnobion (the Women’s Cinema) in Gothenburg, and the Nordic company Biofem. These associations and the many activities, public events, and critical debates that they generated made up a significant counterpublic arena, dedicated to challenging dominant representations and structures in Swedish film culture.3

This chapter sheds light on these organizations and their various efforts to promote women’s films and women filmmakers. Based on archival records from the four associations—including catalogs, press releases, and protocols—as well as reception materials related to different public events, I pay attention to their stated aims, politics of curation, and the ways in which issues of women and film were being articulated and discussed. Increasingly steeped in a rhetoric attaching adjectives like “female” and “feminine” to terms like dramaturgy, directors, and films, these conversations were layered, emotionally loaded, and often contradictory, as the above quoted review reveals. Rather than political consensus or generally accepted definitions of notions such as women’s film and female film language, reception materials and interviews with filmmakers are marked by uncertainties and disagreements over their meanings and usefulness.

In addition to delineating the work of the four organizations and the growing but messy concern with the “female” qualities of women’s film work, the purpose of this chapter is to complicate a set of intertwined decline narratives that underpin received accounts of Western seventies film feminism and second-wave feminism at large—narratives that the case of Swedish film feminism seemingly coheres with. According to the sequential logic of these narratives, the radical challenge that the women’s movement posed to “male domination in state-organized capitalist societies,” to use Nancy Fraser’s words, was eclipsed by a turn to identity politics, promoting notions of difference and recognition rather than redistribution.4 Targeting cultural feminism in the United States as one cause of this development, Fraser’s and, before her, Alice Echols’ deploring of women’s liberation’s alleged depoliticization and disintegration easily interlocks with B. Ruby Rich’s and other feminist film scholars’ observations about the loss of activist energies in the feminist film movement during the second half of the 1970s due to increased academization and absorption in semiotic and psychoanalytic theories.5 Whereas the discursive shift that this chapter traces in Swedish film feminism in some sense appears to align with notions of gradual deradicalization and increased inwardness, my objective here is to displace the linear and binary assumptions that these tangled narratives rest on. As I have already argued in the introduction to this book, Swedish film feminism makes up a vital counterexample to the assertion that feminist film culture no longer operated as a sphere of action by the end of the 1970s. Attending to the curation of the many women’s film programs in Sweden in these years, moreover, reveals that most films circulating between these events exceeded the dichotomy between avant-garde and realist film works, ascribed such formative impact in established accounts of how formalist film theory came to be premiered at the cost of activism and consciousness-raising in Anglophone film feminism. Another key claim in this chapter is that the shifting emphasis from the images-of-women and socialist perspectives that primarily animated feminist film culture in Sweden in the early 1970s toward vaguer yet equally passionate discussions about female film language in the 1980s was not only or even necessarily an ideological or theoretical repositioning but also an affective one. These discussions mobilized an intense emotional register, to some degree, directed toward what was seen as wrong with dominant film culture, but with more fervor attached to the feminist project in film as such. The materials that this chapter is based on testify to how the engagement in issues of women and film in Sweden in the early 1980s stirred up feelings of not only empowerment and belonging but also ambivalence, fatigue, and contempt.

This chapter combines two frameworks in order to contextualize and analyze this complex development. I first elucidate how the turn to the notion of female film language played out in line not only with discussions about “feminine aesthetics” in transnational film feminism at the time but also with the influential and contested turn to the concept of women’s culture in the Swedish women’s movement during the second half of the 1970s, a multilayered project overlapping with but also crucially different from cultural feminism in the United States. Second, I propose a reframing of the long-running debates regarding this turn, beyond distinctly opposed categories of socialism and identity politics, redistribution and recognition, and constructivism and essentialism that generally inform understandings of the second wave.6 By unearthing the rich archives of women’s film associations in Sweden, this chapter directs attention to an overlooked affective dimension in the debate about the concept of women’s culture in the Swedish women’s movement. Rather than understanding the tensions that these archives testify to as a matter of conflicting political orientations, I flash a light on an orientation away from the political sphere as such, paradoxically unfolding parallel to the crucial activist work undertaken within the four associations.

The review referenced in the opening to this chapter, in which the authors explicitly distance themselves from “the gender equality debate” and the “militant and feminist women’s struggle from the direct actions, demonstrations, and debates of the 60s and 70s,” provides an illuminating example of a felt sense of ambivalence about politics, recurrently articulated in the contexts of feminist film culture in Sweden.7 Seeking to comprehend this contradictory sensibility, I draw on Lauren Berlant’s concept of intimate publics as “juxtapolitical” arenas that operate as “affective scene[s] of identification among strangers that promis[e] a certain experience of belonging” and offer relief from—rather than aspire to engage in—the political sphere.8 In contrast to the oppositional implications of the concept of counterpublics, intimate publics “operate in aesthetic worlds . . . flourishing in proximity to the political.”9 In line with Berlant’s definition of intimate publics as collectivities organized around emotional knowledge and insider recognition based on an expected commonly lived history, this chapter attends to the mobilization of ideas about how experiences of caregiving and reproductive labor constituted a distinct worldview setting women’s films apart from men’s.10 Furthering this analysis in Chapter 3, I explore how this juxtapolitical sensibility, oftentimes foregrounding “affective and emotional attachments located in fantasies of the common, the everyday, a sense of ordinariness” also defined women’s film works in Sweden in these decades.11


Swedish Women’s Film Association

As one of the few concrete outcomes of Film Women International, Swedish Women’s Film Association was constituted in April 1976, less than a year after the UNESCO symposium on Women in Cinema in Italy.12 Initial announcements explicitly framed the association as a chapter within Film Women International, and this was also stated in the association’s statutes for as long as until 1981.13 As indicated in records and reports related to the first meeting, the constitution was not straightforward but conflict-ridden.14 Anna-Lena Wibom, head of the Swedish Film Institute’s Cinematheque who, according to UNESCO’s report, would act as host for Film Women International and who undersigned the call to the constituting meeting, was not elected a board member at the actual meeting.15 In fact, only three of the members of the interim board, Maj Wechselmann being one, were elected.16 Other interim board members—including director Marianne Ahrne, Katinka Faragó, production leader of numerous Bergman films, Gunilla Palmstierna, costume and set designer who had also worked with Bergman at the Royal Dramatic Theater, and Bibi Andersson, who like Wibom and Wechselmann had been present at the UNESCO symposium—were all replaced by candidates with pronounced leftist profiles, such as documentary filmmaker Ingela Romare and Margaretha Wästerstam, who had formed part of launching Swedish Television’s second channel, TV2. These replacements implied that the first board came to consist of women associated with television, journalism, and documentary rather than highbrow culture, and in this sense, the association’s formation reflected the ongoing conflicts between leftist film culture and the “film establishment” that I address in Chapter 1.17

Signaling a socialist approach, the adopted statutes declared that the association’s goal was to “support women who wished to work with film and television”; “take action for equal pay for equal work, and for equal working conditions in production and distribution”; and to “counteract economic factors leading to exploitation of women and men in mass media.”18 Suggested actions included organizing seminars and screenings; pushing for equal representation within funding institutions, boards, and juries; exposing discriminatory attitudes; and counteracting male dominance in film and television.19 Reports from the first few years account for a range of activities, political actions, and international networking, including debates with male film critics, attendance at the International Women’s Film Festival in Copenhagen, and the formation of subgroups and study circles focused on, for instance, film analysis, images of women, dramaturgy, and production.20 Representatives from the association also traveled regularly to and reported from the International Women’s Film Festival in Sceaux, as well as to the First International Feminist Film and Video Conference in Amsterdam in 1981.21 Meetings often included screenings of an eclectic selection of film works, first and foremost by Swedish women, such as Marianne Ahrne, Marie-Louise De Geer Bergenstråhle, and Mona Sjöström, but also by Věra Chytilová and Claudia Weill. Occasionally, titles directed by men would be screened, such as Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (Martin Scorsese, 1976) and Klute (Alan J. Pakula, 1971).22

Swedish Women’s Film Association’s first public event took place in October 1977: Kvinnofilmdagar (Women’s Film Days), a collaboration with the People’s Cinema, happening in conjunction with the festival Kvinnokulturfestivalen (the Women’s Culture Festival) in Stockholm. The festival was a major event in the women’s movement in Sweden and played a crucial role in establishing the increasingly popular concept of women’s culture, as I return to below. In line with a socialist framework, the film program was designed around three main themes: “women—work—struggle,” “women in other cultures,” and “women in the West.”23 In 1980, forming part of an exhibition following from the Women’s Culture Festival, the association presented a film program at the art gallery Liljevalchs in Stockholm.24 The characteristically diverse but predominantly Swedish selection included short documentaries and short fiction.25 A more internationally and art film focused program presented at another art institution in Stockholm—Moderna Museet (the Modern Art Museum)—the same year included titles such as Nathalie Granger (Marguerite Duras, 1972), Les Rendez-vous d’Anna (The Meetings of Anna, Chantal Akerman, 1978), Take Off and Before Need (Gunvor Nelson and Dorothy Wiley, 1972 and 1979), and Die Betörung der blauen Matrosen (The Enchantment of the Blue Sailors, Tabea Blumenschein and Ulrike Ottinger, 1975).26 Akerman, Nelson, and Ottinger all attended the event. Other international guests invited by the association over the years included Barbara Hammer and Safi Faye, as well as several women who had been present at the UNESCO symposium in 1975, such as Márta Mészáros, Nicole Stéphane, and Helma Sanders-Brahms. In sum, the selection of films and invited directors in these contexts formed part of transnational circuits that (in addition to circulating some of the canonical documentary feminist work from the United States) premiered European art film and experimental work, but also drew from the co-op FilmCentrum’s catalogs of films from the “Third World.”27

Swedish Women’s Film Association, moreover, organized two large festivals of their own: Women in Swedish Film in 1983 and Kvinnor i nordisk film (Women in Nordic Film) in 1986. The catalog for the first festival introduced thirty-two Swedish women filmmakers, including neglected early directors such as Anna Hofman-Uddgren and Pauline Brunius.28 Among the many titles were feature-length fiction such as Mamma (Mother, Suzanne Osten, 1982), Dina e Django (Dina and Django, Solveig Nordlund, 1982), Paradistorg (Summer Paradise, Gunnel Lindblom, 1977), and Brusten Himmel (Broken Sky, Ingrid Thulin, 1982); and documentaries such as Smärtgränsen (“The Pain Threshold,” Agneta Elers-Jarleman, 1983) and Mod att leva (“Courage to Live,” Ingela Romare, 1983), some of which I discuss more in Chapter 3. Swedish films at the festival Women in Nordic Film included two short documentaries by Leyla Assaf-Tengroth and Ragnar Hedlund, Amelia Maleny (1983) and Vår gud är en kvinna (“Our God Is a Woman,” 1984), both of which I discuss in Chapter 5; feature-length fiction such as Amorosa (Mai Zetterling, 1986) and Seppan (Agneta Fagerström-Olsson, 1986); and animated shorts such as Konsten att överleva om man är en daggmask (“How to Survive as an Earthworm,” Gun Jacobson and Lotta Strömblad, 1986), and Lördag i North Carolina (“Saturday in North Carolina,” Birgitta Jansson and Claes-Göran Lillieborg, 1986).29 Like the association’s previous events, these programs were characterized by a broad scope, but themes related to reproductive labor, women’s history, environmentalism, and pacifism were central, as I explore in more depth in Chapter 3.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the association continued organizing screenings, seminars, and study circles—for instance, a curated program was included at the Nordic feminist convention Nordiskt Forum in Oslo in 1988.30 In 1984, some members produced a “female film chronicle” for Swedish Television, Med andra ögon (“With Other Eyes”), which I discuss below. The association, moreover, advocated for better conditions for women film workers by sending letters to various institutions and by raising public awareness through articles and debates.31 Their yearly reports regularly accounted for progress in terms of how they had managed to impact the gender balance in the film industry, resulting, for instance, in the inclusion of more women in juries and boards at the Film Institute and other cultural organizations.32 In 1990, the association investigated the conditions for women filmmakers through a survey, finding that between 1983 and 1990, out of 153 theatrically distributed Swedish films, only twenty-six were directed by women.33 The report concluded that it was hard for women to combine working in the film industry with carrying the main responsibility for children; that traditional hierarchies contributed to maintaining inequalities within crews; and that the gender balance in juries and boards impacted the distribution of supports.34 The association remained active throughout the 1990s, but was eventually transformed and relaunched as Women in Film and Television (WIFT) Sweden in the 2000s, an organization still active into the 2020s. Importantly, thus, rather than disintegrating, feminist film culture in Sweden has been sustained by Swedish Women’s Film Association and other initiatives throughout the decades.35 Unnoticed in Swedish film history for a long time, the association has gained belated recognition in the 2010s and 2020s with articles on the website Nordic Women in Film as well as in academic articles and books.36 This, however, has not been the case with the three other women’s film organizations active in the early 1980s, to which I turn next.



The Women’s Cinema

The Women’s Cinema, established in 1979, was located at the Women’s House in Gothenburg, where members themselves constructed and equipped a cinema for monthly screenings.37 Between 1979 and 1984, the Women’s Cinema screened around seventy films in total, according to the organization’s records.38 One of the organizers was Marie Falksten, an artist and activist who had also been involved in organizing the first Women’s Film Week in Gothenburg in 1974 and who was one of the directors of the lesbian short Eva och Maria (Eva and Maria, Mary Eisikovits, Marie Falksten, and Annalena Öhrström, 1983), which I discuss in Chapter 6. Archival records from the Women’s Cinema show that in addition to film screenings, activities included study circles and courses.39 The aims of the association were articulated in a variety of documents, such as press releases and applications. These included to “avoid passive media consumption” and instead stimulate ways of “actively viewing and experiencing film”; to exhibit films that were not distributed through established channels; to “enhance the situation for women’s film and female film workers”; to “screen films that in various ways show woman’s reality and values”; and to advocate for “women to influence film production by demanding better films with images of women that we can identify with.”40

The Women’s Cinema’s monthly program included feature-length fiction, documentaries, and shorts directed by both women and men. As was the case with Swedish Women’s Film Association, the heterogeneous curation of films did not offer a single or fixed definition of the notion of women’s film. Some of the same titles were shown in both contexts, for instance, Hra o jablko (The Apple Game, Věra Chytilová, 1977), Simplemente Jenny (Helena Solberg-Ladd, 1977), and Salt of the Earth (Herbert J. Biberman, 1954). Titles that did not overlap with the curation in Stockholm were as diverse as Elvis Elvis (Kay Pollack, 1977), Effi Briest (Rainer Werner Fassbinder, 1974), Mourir à tue-tête (A Scream from Silence, Anne Claire Poirer, 1979), Sunset Boulevard (Billy Wilder, 1950), and La passion de Jeanne d’Arc (The Passion of Jeanne d’Arc, Carl Th. Dreyer, 1928). In 1981, the Women’s Cinema organized their largest public event, Kvinnofilmfestival (Women’s Film Festival), held in conjunction with a seminar attended by around seventy women, according to the association’s records.41 Like in the case with the public festivals organized by Swedish Women’s Film Association, all films included in the Women’s Film Festival were “made by female filmmakers.”42 Films by Swedish directors included Fadren (“The Father,” Anna Hofman-Uddgren, 1912) and Promenade au pays de la vieillesse (“Walk in the Land of the Old,” Marianne Ahrne, 1974). Titles by international directors included Allah være lovet, det blev en dreng! (The Women in Mangaland in Niger, Nele Rue and Mette Bovin, 1979), Die reise nach Lyon (Blind Spot, Claudia von Alemann, 1981), Der Subjektive Faktor (The Subjective Factor, Helke Sander, 1981), Idées Fixes/Dies Irae (Variations on the Same Theme, Antoinetta Angelidi, 1977), Daughter Rite (Michelle Citron, 1980), and Thriller (Sally Potter, 1979).


[image: The poster promotes the Women’s Film Festival and Seminar in Gothenburg, 1981, featuring stylized text and illustrations of film production scenes on a large clapperboard.]

Figure 2.1  Poster for Women’s Film Festival and Seminar, Gothenburg 1981. Poster designed by Marie Falksten. Replicated with kind permission from the artist.



In noteworthy contrast to the festivals organized by Swedish Women’s Film Association, the program also included lesbian films such as In the Best Interest of the Children (Frances Reid, Elizabeth Stevens, and Cathy Zheutlin, 1977), A Comedy in Six Unnatural Acts (Jan Oxenberg, 1975), and Greta’s Girls (Greta Schiller, 1978). The seminar also screened Double Strength (1978) by Barbara Hammer, who furthermore visited the Women’s Cinema, Swedish Women’s Film Association, as well as Freja Film in 1982. However, whereas the Women’s Cinema promoted Hammer with a flyer stating that she was “a controversial and political filmmaker—her feminist and lesbian lifestyle is the theme in several of her films,” Swedish Women’s Film Association simply announced Hammer as an “experimental filmmaker” without mention of the lesbian theme, indicating that the topic was not self-evident in that context.43

Representatives from several international organizations were present at the Women’s Film Seminar in Gothenburg in 1981, including from Cinema of Women in London, Women Make Movies in New York, Bildwechsel in Hamburg, Damefilm in Oslo, as well as women involved in women’s film culture in Denmark. Guests included Greta Schiller, Ula Stöckl, Antoinetta Angelidi, Helle Munk, Inge-Lise Langfeldt, and Eileen McNulty. Connections with many of these guests and organizations had been made in the context of the First International Feminist Film and Video Conference in Amsterdam, organized by Cinemien earlier the same year. Despite gathering 250 women from thirty-three different countries, according to a conference report, this event, just like the UNESCO symposium, has remained understudied in dominant accounts of the feminist film movement.44 Yet, as film titles and invited international guests in contexts of Swedish Women’s Film Association and the Women’s Cinema reveal, these two events shaped activities and curation in Sweden in a more tangible way than canonized events and films in the Anglo-American origin story. Representatives from not only the Women’s Cinema and Swedish Women’s Film Association but also the Film Group at the Women’s House in Stockholm, which would later become Freja Film, as I discuss below, were all present at the event in Amsterdam. In various programs, applications, and interviews, the organizers of the Women’s Cinema’s Women’s Film Festival and Seminar stressed that they were inspired by and saw the event in Amsterdam as a crucial context for international collaboration.45

Among the presenters at the seminar in 1981 were Danish dramaturg Ulla Ryum, who talked about “feminist film analysis,” and Ingamaj Beck, who talked about “the ideological image of women.”46 According to a report in Film & TV, Beck had offered a psychoanalytically informed analysis of Daughter Rite, and Ryum’s discarding of Bertold Brecht’s ideas had led to a debate.47 As I discuss below, Ryum would subsequently visit the different women’s film associations in Sweden several times with a workshop on “female dramaturgy.” According to documentation from the seminar, discussions, moreover, covered issues of cinematic language, ideas for a women’s film course, and plans for a Nordic distribution collective that had been created at a previous meeting between the groups in Stockholm and Gothenburg, the result of which was Biofem that I return to below.48 In 1985, the Women’s Cinema ceased their activities and later transferred their equipment and resources to the feminist adult education center, Kvinnofolkhögskolan in Gothenburg, contributing to their still-running courses on film production.49



Freja Film

In 1980, a film group formed at the newly inaugurated Women’s House in Stockholm. The goal, according to one article reporting from an early event, was to “show self-defined women and liberating images of women”; “interrogate the stereotypical image of women in traditional mass media”; and “present solutions, possibilities, alternatives, and future, and above all create a women’s language in film.”50 The monthly screenings attracted an audience of about eighty women, according to archival records.51 In conjunction with the film screenings, the audience discussed issues such as “the film’s content, language, and form,” as well as “conditions for female film workers,” according to the same document.52 In 1981, two women from the film group, Moira Sullivan and Anna Kindgren, participated in the First International Feminist Film and Video Conference in Amsterdam, where they, during a workshop on distribution, took on responsibility for a planned information bank collecting details about feminist film and video in all countries that had been represented at the conference.53 Representatives from the group also participated in the International Women’s Film Festival in Sceaux in 1982—where they were presented as the “international contact organization for women’s film”54—and, according to other records, they were involved in planning the creation of an “International Women’s Film Network.”55 However, few remaining accounts follow up on how these ambitious plans evolved in reality, indicating that they, like the plans for Film Women International and other initiatives, were never realized.

According to an announcement in the Women’s House bulletin, Kvinnohusbladet, in November 1984, the group, now called Freja Film, screened “films by and for women,” namely “women’s films, feminist films, and lesbian films.”56 The aim was to advocate for “women to create our own images of our reality and hence enrich, develop and retrieve our own strength and poetry.”57 Another announcement stated:


Freja Film wishes to show film for a feminist and lesbian spectator. . . . [W]e seek to distribute films that women do not have the chance to see in the cinemas. We also show theatrical films in order to give ourselves and our audience the opportunity to see these in a women’s environment with lesbian/feminist eyes and discuss from that perspective.58



Persistently foregrounding a lesbian perspective, films screened in the context of Freja Film predominantly included other titles than those screened in the contexts of Swedish Women’s Film Association and the Women’s Cinema. These included Born in Flames (Lizzie Borden, 1983), Egymásra nézve (Another Way, Károly Makk and János Xantus, 1982), Not a Love Story (Bonnie Sherr Klein, 1981), and Coup de Foudre (Between Us, Diane Kurys, 1983). Reporting from the screening and discussion of Another Way, the Women’s House bulletin noted that many in the audience had had mixed feelings about the film containing an “unhappy ending” on the one hand, but on the other “positive lesbian scenes” and “strength and struggle.”59 Similarly testifying to the unique lesbian film culture sustained by Freja Film, an undated program for a women’s film week in the context of a women’s festival, moreover, included titles such as Mädchen in Uniform (Leontine Sagan and Carl Froelich, 1931) and Een vrouw als Eva (A Woman Like Eve, Nouchka van Brakel, 1979).60 Freja Film’s activities appear to have ceased in 1986 as no further film screenings were announced in the bulletin after this year.



Biofem

Members from the Women’s Cinema and the group that would later become Freja Film were also engaged in creating a Nordic distribution network for women’s films, Biofem. The network was founded during a meeting in Gothenburg in early 1981.61 The idea was to “produce and distribute films by women for women” and to work in the spirit of organizations such as Cinemien and Cinema of Women.62 According to the same records, the network sprung from a wish to “control our own distribution and production.” The purpose was discussed in terms of pushing for “better films everywhere”; pushing for “women’s cinemas everywhere so that women who make films can have them screened”; creating catalogs; and teaching women to run the projector. Other statements declared that traditional channels were not trustworthy; that women’s culture needed to come forward; and that it was crucial to import films not just for a single screening but for the entire Nordic context. One brochure described Biofem in the following:


Biofem is a non-commercial Nordic women’s film distribution company. Biofem wishes to distribute films made by women, films that in various ways show women’s world and values. Biofem wishes to contribute to women making more and better films. Biofem seeks to find good films that are not imported by the large companies. Biofem is in contact with other feminist film distribution companies in Europe and the United States.63



In another brochure, written in English, that called for women to deposit their films with Freja Film, the politics of the company was articulated in more separatist terms, evoking the turn to notions of women’s culture and female approaches to filmmaking that I return to below. The brochure stated:


To make women’s films develope [sic] and increase, we also need women to distribute and show these films. And!—this organization for distribution and performances has to be independant [sic] from the male ones, because it must be based on the female knowledge that we have. The historical female culture is the source for the permanent process of conciousness [sic] and experience of femininity. In our actions we want to show what the female principle will say. Women experience the value of a totality. Our organization is not isolated. It has a life-giving relation upon its surroundings.64



Further available records regarding the company are scarce. An annual report from 1984 stated that the only few titles held in distribution were the Norwegian Krisesenteret i Oslo (“Crisis Center in Oslo,” Inge-Lise Langfeldt, 1980), the Danish film I begynnelsen . . . var slutet (In the Beginning of the End, Maj Skadegaard and Renate Stendhal, 1981), and the short Bokbussen kommer (“The Book Bus Arrives,” Mary Eisikovits, Marie Falksten, and Annalena Öhrström, 1981).65 Moreover, together with Swedish Women’s Film Association, the Women’s Cinema, and the Gothenburg-based production company Tjejfilm, Biofem participated in a convention about women’s entrepreneurship, Kvinnor Kan (Women Are Capable), in May 1984—an event that in the Swedish context has come to symbolize a shift toward neoliberal feminism.66 According to one protocol, the company’s headquarters was transferred from Gothenburg to Stockholm in 1985, but it seems as if activities within Biofem ceased after this year.67



Women’s Film as Women’s Culture

Testifying to a lively counterpublic promoting women’s films and filmmaking through alternative channels and networks, records related to the four associations also manifest a tangible shift in Swedish film feminism in the early 1980s toward ideas about a possible female film language. Freja Film, for instance, declared that they advocated for “women to create our own images of our reality and hence enrich, develop and retrieve our own strength and poetry.”68 Members of Freja Film articulated similar ideas in an article about Swedish Women’s Film Association’s festival Women in Swedish Film in 1983, critically noting that “[m]any women are clearly marked by traditional filmmaking—within the male-dominated establishment—with the same kind of cinematic language, message, and work relations within the production.”69 Advocating for a more separatist and independent position, they argued that changing the image of women required that women developed their own patterns and narrative techniques. The possibility of a female cinematic language also animated discussions during the Women’s Film Festival and Seminar in Gothenburg in 1981, where several talks explicitly addressed issues of film form. Minutes from a session announced as “The development of cinematic language, image language, and form” reveal that participants were “curious” about issues such as “women’s modes of expression,” “how form and structure affect us,” “female form,” “an exclusively female language for our myths and images,” and “a richer dramaturgy.”70 Notably, in many cases the notion of “female”—kvinnlig—an adjective emphasizing the significance of gender without necessarily politicizing it the same way that certain uses of the notion of women’s film did—became increasingly preferred. In the case of the festival Women in Swedish Film in 1983, for instance, the term “women’s film” was largely absent from catalog texts, in contrast to the frequently used notion of “female director.” Further testifying to this shifting attitude, minutes documenting the planning of the festival poster reveal that the idea was to use a “feminine looking woman” as model.71

However, rather than providing clear-cut definitions of what such terms and couplings were meant to imply or what a female cinematic language might look like or contain, these issues were oftentimes literally introduced with a question mark and as being up for debate. For instance, Swedish Women’s Film Association’s program for their film screenings at the Modern Art Museum in 1980 asked: “Can we speak of a female film language? Female films.”72 The program for the Women’s Cinema’s festival in 1981 similarly asked: “Is women’s film different?”73 Reviewers of the festival Women in Swedish Film, as I mention in the opening to this chapter, asked: “Women’s film—yes, what is that?” as if, by 1983, the notion appeared much less self-explanatory than during the previous decade.74 Notions of women’s film and female film language were also posed as questions in interviews with women filmmakers who were frequently asked to comment on if and how their films were examples of these concepts or marked by the gender of the director. Few directors promoted the concepts themselves, but rather answered with some reservation or gave shifting responses over the years, as was the case with Mai Zetterling.75 In 1976, when asked to comment on suggestions that her then just finished short Vi har många namn (We Have Many Names) used a female language, Zetterling was hesitant.76 In 1983, in contrast, when interviewed on the occasion of the festival Women in Swedish Film, Zetterling embraced the idea that women’s film followed a different logic and was shaped as a spiral.77 A report from Zetterling’s talk at the festival, moreover, stated that she was planning a film together with Ulla Ryum, the Danish dramaturg who first and foremost promoted the concept of female dramaturgy as a spiral, as I discuss below.78 Other directors, like Gunnel Lindblom and Suzanne Osten, offered other takes on the notion. Lindblom thought it was mostly the subject choice that might differ between women’s and men’s films, and Osten agreed to call her film Mother a women’s film in the sense that it was about a woman who struggled to fulfill her vision to make a film and in the sense that it was made by a woman and about the director’s own mother.79 Rather than offering authentic insights into whether or not women directors really understood their work in terms of women’s film or female film language, what these ambivalent statements and recurrent question marks show is precisely that these terms lacked secure meanings and remained in flux, in the sense that they were open to shifting interpretations but also in the sense that their cultural currency fluctuated over the years.

Impulses to these discussions can, on the one hand, be traced to broader international trends and specific contexts where these issues were put on the agenda, such as during the UNESCO symposium in 1975, the International Women’s Film Festival in Copenhagen in 1976, and the First International Feminist Film and Video Conference in Amsterdam in 1981, events that the participating Swedish women took inspiration from.80 In Amsterdam, for instance, Swedish Elisabet Wadman gave a talk about the circular character of feminist narratives and, according to one report, some of the Canadian women at the conference related strongly to this idea.81 This report, as well as articles reporting from Women’s Film Festival and Seminar in Gothenburg in 1981, noted that psychoanalytic theories were becoming influential. For example, one article commented on how Lacanian perspectives on female creativity informed the introduction to the screening of Daughter Rite.82 Furthermore, archival records from Swedish Women’s Film Association reveal that in 1982, literary scholar Ebba Witt-Brattström introduced Julia Kristeva’s thinking in the context of a seminar about women’s creativity.83 Years later, Ingela Romare, who had a leading role in Swedish Women’s Film Association for many years, would explore Jungian perspectives in combination with Ryum’s notion of female dramaturgy in her own artistic research.84 The turn to notions of female film language in Swedish film feminism was thus in line with broad tendencies in feminist, literary, and film theory at the time, evoking not least Sylvia Bovenschen’s influential article “Is There a Feminine Aesthetic?” from 1976, which also attached a characteristic question mark to these ideas.85 However, aside from these theoretical influences, a more immediate context for these new concerns with female creativity was the so-called women’s culture project that materialized in the Swedish women’s movement in the second half of the 1970s through a range of exhibitions, publications, and the establishment of the organization Women’s Culture in 1975.

Initially set in motion in relation to different artistic manifestations in art, literature, theater, and music, the notion of women’s culture emerged in tandem with politicized notions of not just women’s film but also kvinnolitteratur (women’s literature) and kvinnokonst (women’s art), which in the spirit of images-of-women and feminist cultural criticism generally called for truthful representations of women in contrast to skewed patriarchal ones. For instance, the catalog for the exhibition Kvinnfolk (Womenfolk) in 1975, one of the events through which the notion of women’s culture was introduced, declared: “The images of women we meet everywhere today, from highbrow culture’s art and novels to mass media and advertisement, are men’s images: women as sexual objects, mothers, wives, and fragile-weak creatures. Therefore, it feels important to show counter-images, our images.”86 However, in the same manner that the notion of women’s film gradually came to involve not only ideas about the need for more truthful representations but also ideas about a particular female mode of filmmaking, uses of the concept of women’s culture expanded from referring to cultural manifestations within the women’s movement to encompassing ideas about women’s creativity in a broader sense as emanating from a generalizable female approach to the world.87 In an influential series of articles published in the leftist magazine Vi mänskor between 1973 and 1975, the concept was used to address questions about women’s unrecognized, predominantly domestic, culture and history and the material responsibilities that they by tradition carried for “caregiving, maintaining, and recycling” work.88 According to Emma Isaksson, there was a sliding understanding of the concept from referencing feminist artistic work to involving politics of making women’s traditional craft and reproductive labor visible as well as to regarding women’s historically acquired caregiving abilities as comprising essential competences and values for making the world a better and more sustainable place, in contrast to patriarchal investments in industrial progress and economic growth.89

Intertwining with broader issues of environmentalism and pacifism, the women’s culture project drew on the legacy of the women’s movement’s first wave in the first half of the twentieth century, where prominent suffragists such as Ellen Key and Elin Wägner had promoted ideas about the fundamental societal importance of female and maternal qualities.90 As I explore further in Chapter 3, the revival of their legacies in the 1970s was also tangible in women’s films in Sweden in these years. According to Isaksson, the project of women’s culture was double-edged in the sense that the striving toward new images and concepts liberated from patriarchal frameworks tended to result in new generalizations based on what women were supposed to have universally in common, and the concept ignited long-running debates.91 Critics saw this turn as a watering down of political demands for equality and access to male-dominated arenas that had been fundamental in the early 1970s. Some warned that the celebration of women’s traditional culture would reproduce conservative notions and justify the passive and nurturing role assigned to women in society.92 Maud Hägg and Barbro Backberger questioned the very idea that women possessed inherent qualities essential to the peace movement and instead insisted on continuous practical work for change, socialism, and class struggle.93 In a piece addressing the issue of a possible feminine aesthetic, Barbro Werkmäster stressed the difference between notions of feminist aesthetics and female formal language, and questioned the extent to which the latter could pose a challenge to the patriarchal order.94 The notion of a female language assumed a biological foundation that did not threaten patriarchy and could therefore be explored without risk, she suggested.95 In a piece written in the 1990s, Ulla Wikander argued more harshly that the women’s culture project’s preoccupation with handcraft at the cost of political mobilization was the root of the movement’s decline.96

This critique, as Isaksson notes, resembles Echols’ critique of the turn to cultural feminism in the United States.97 According to Echols, this turn implied a deradicalization where women, instead of challenging patriarchal institutions, withdrew in introvert cells.98 However, the women’s culture project in Sweden differed from cultural feminism in the United States in the sense that it was not primarily a separatist lesbian-feminist project, and it was articulated more in materialist terms than in essentialist or mythical ones, according to Isaksson.99 Socialist perspectives remained central in the Swedish women’s movement, she contends, but the concept of women’s culture added an analysis of women’s oppression as more universal than class bound.100 Nevertheless, the debate about cultural feminism sheds light also on the Swedish debate, Isaksson suggests. In response to Echols, Verta Taylor and Leila Rupp have discussed cultural feminism as a counterculture that enabled the movement’s survival in the face of conservative backlash.101 Cultural feminism, according to this argument, sustained a context for women’s mobilization despite declining opportunities elsewhere. From this point of view, the women’s culture project in Sweden can be regarded as an ongoing challenge to men’s interpretative prerogative to define the world and women, rather than as a watering down of the women’s movement.102 The way in which notions of female film language stimulated ongoing activities and intense discussions in feminist film culture in the 1980s serves this point well. Archival records from the four women’s film organizations testify to a thriving film movement shaped by transnational collaborations, grassroots lobbying, and exhibition of a heterogeneous range of film work, all of which complicate narratives about ceasing activism and inwardness. Not only did discussions about a female film language engage and resonate with critics, audiences, and filmmakers broadly, but issues central to the women’s culture project, such as reproductive labor, women’s history, environmentalism, and pacifism, also became key themes in films made by women in Sweden in these years, as I explore in Chapter 3.

However, whereas debates about both cultural feminism and the women’s culture project have tended to be understood along the lines of conflicting political strands and priorities, discussions in Swedish film feminism also exceeded ideological positionings. Beyond diverging opinions about the political value and consequences of the concept of women’s culture, the intense engagement in questions about female creativity in feminist film culture in the early 1980s whipped up an affectively charged language that rather sidestepped and manifested a wish to escape politics as such. In what follows, I direct attention to the contradictory nuances and stakes in these discussions as they played out not least in regard to the notion of female dramaturgy, (in)famously promoted by Ryum in Scandinavia in the first half of the 1980s.103



Women’s Film as an Intimate Public

Ryum’s model of female dramaturgy in essence proposed a spiral instead of a curve to visualize women’s approach to storytelling (Figure 2.2). Challenging linear and conflict-driven narrativity, this spiraling model, according to Ryum, better conveyed women’s experiences, since these were characterized by a circular temporality, anchored in the menstrual cycle and childbearing.104 In contrast to Isaksson’s contention that articulations of the concept of women’s culture in Sweden most often understood women’s caregiving abilities as acquired through material and historical circumstances and traditions, rather than biologically given, Ryum’s model was explicitly founded on biologist ideas about the reproductive cycle.105 Nevertheless, and contradictorily, the films used to illustrate the model included works by not only Maya Deren and Helma Sanders-Brahms but also Andrei Tarkovsky and Theo Angelopoulos. Importantly, as I mention in this book’s introduction, at the same time that Ryum’s ideas drew broad attention, reactions to these were often skeptical, not least because of their fixation with the female reproductive system.106

One of the many workshops that Ryum held in Sweden was documented and included in the two-episode program “With Other Eyes,” produced by members of Swedish Women’s Film Association and broadcast on Swedish Television in November 1984. In line with the current trend, the program typically chose the subheading kvinnlig filmkrönika (female film chronicle), rather than kvinnofilmkrönika (women’s film chronicle). At the same time, the program testifies to the lasting images-of-women perspective in Swedish film feminism. Thanking Molly Haskell in the credits, the first episode outlines the shifting representation of women throughout Hollywood’s history. Illustrating the sarcastic narrator’s account of clichés such as the vamp, the sex goddess, and the Madonna, the episode includes clips from Seven Chances (Buster Keaton, 1925), I’m No Angel (Wesley Ruggles, 1933), I Was a Male War Bride (Howard Hawks, 1949), and War Babies (Charles Lamont, 1932).

In the workshop with Ryum, she suggests that the temporality sprung from experiences of childbirth is something women can work with in film. Rather than agitating against men, she says, her model seeks to recognize and celebrate women’s social and historical experiences. It is important, she claims, that “all of the aspects that used to be misery for women: sexuality, pregnancy, social and historical experiences” are being “lifted up as valuable and dignified to us.” She continues: “If one only describes how terrible it is to be a woman, how oppressed we have been and how terribly we have been treated, how bad men are, and horrific patriarchy still is—then we are stuck.” Notably in this regard, as I have mentioned in previous chapters and discuss more in Chapter 3, films explicitly targeting the issue of patriarchal oppression were remarkably scarce in Swedish production, thus unlikely to have been as worn out as Ryum here suggested. Her phrasing, however, can be related to how the concept of women’s culture was often discussed in terms of enabling “dignity research” rather than “misery research,” signaling a reevaluation of women’s traditional reproductive labor.107 Similar ideas were evoked in the reception of the festival Women in Swedish Film, where reviewers wrote that the films were “liberated from whining over boring and pathetic aspects of women’s lives.”108


[image: A person in a dark outfit points at a whiteboard featuring a complex diagram with concentric circles and annotations, in a workshop setting.]

Figure 2.2  Ulla Ryum presenting her model of “female dramaturgy,” Gothenburg 1981. © Kerri Corley. Replicated with kind permission from the photographer.



In the documented discussion following the session with Ryum, the three directors—Suzanne Osten, Gunnel Lindblom, and Agneta Elers-Jarleman—all express doubts while also stating that they find the model interesting. Osten, a vocal activist in the women’s movement, director of influential shows like “Chick Talk” and “The Love Play,” both mentioned in Chapter 1, and cofounder of the organization Women’s Culture, finds that she can relate to the idea of a different dramaturgy not organized around conflict. However, rather than being “oriented toward ovaries,” this is because she sees herself as working in a modernist tradition invested in breaking up linear time. Elers-Jarleman, director of the personal documentary “The Pain Threshold,” says that the films that have moved her most have been directed by women. She finds that women’s films are different in the sense that they portray “another reality” because “women live in another reality.” Using Deutschland bleiche Mutter (Germany Pale Mother, Helma Sanders-Brahms, 1980) as an example, she says that she had never before seen a film where a woman gives birth in the middle of a bomb raid or where a man uses a condom. At the same time, she says that she is reluctant to embrace the biological foundation of Ryum’s model and also that she finds the talk about female directors to be a bit “wholesome.” Lindblom, renowned actress who had made her directing debut with Summer Paradise in 1977 (discussed in depth in Chapter 3), similarly thinks that women have different experiences and for this reason it is important that there are women directors. Male conventions have portrayed women in skewed and erotic ways, she claims. At the same time, she contends, it is “insane” to compare all women directors to each other. Nobody would compare Tarkovsky and Spielberg, she says. In response to these remarks by Lindblom and Elers-Jarleman, Osten calls herself “the last feminist” and declares that whether feminism is trendy or not, she will not let go of these issues until it is no longer a political question to talk about women’s reality.

This intriguing conversation exemplifies how several competing and open-ended understandings of terms like women’s film and female dramaturgy overlapped in feminist film culture in these years. Osten’s statement, in my interpretation, called for a continuous analysis of structural inequalities and for strategic solidarity among women in response to Lindblom’s and Elers-Jarleman’s somewhat disparaging questioning of ongoing activism by attaching adjectives like “insane” and “wholesome” to it. Lindblom’s comments furthermore evoke how images-of-women criticism remained a central perspective in feminist film culture in Sweden, even as the issue of female film language gained currency. Ryum’s contention that her model had nothing to do with the gender equality debate or agitating against men and workshop participants’ overt skepticism about the model’s biologist underpinnings likewise testify not only to the lack of consensus in these discussions but also to how these both evoked and eluded neatly opposed categories of socialism and identity politics, constructivism and essentialism, and redistribution and recognition as the assumed foremost points of conflict in second-wave feminism. These categories scarcely capture the inconsistencies and contradictory dismissals of notions of political activism and feminism in these conversations. For instance, in line with comments made in “With Other Eyes” and the already mentioned report from the festival Women in Swedish Film, another article about this festival reported that in contrast to the boring air that the notion of women’s film carried at this time, the festival actually proved relevant.109 The article carried the emblematic heading “Kvinnofilm utan näbbstövlar” (“Women’s Film without ‘Näbbstövlar’”), the meaning of which implies women’s film without the characteristic Sámi beak boots that were popularly worn by feminists and other activists in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s. In yet another piece reporting from the festival, Marianne Ahrne claimed to be “allergic” to the notion of “female martyrdom” in discussions about how women suffer in the film industry.110 The politicized contexts and modes through which issues of women and film had first been propelled, these various remarks suggested, felt exceedingly outdated in the 1980s. Explicitly disavowing political aspirations and the gender equality debate, these cases instead reframed the engagement in these issues in terms of women’s importance “just because they exist” and the recognizability of “a joint, common experience” and “the ordinary.” The article “Women’s Film without ‘Näbbstövlar’” stressed that the festival was “intimate” and offered space for women to gain strength from coming together.

These comments aptly evoke Berlant’s characterization of intimate publics as thriving in proximity to the political while also regarding the political sphere with suspicion as insufficiently attuned to “the well-being of ordinary people and life-worlds.”111 In the intimate public of women’s “complaint genres” that Berlant analyzes—popular culture claiming to broadly sanction perspectives and experiences related to femininity and women’s intimate suffering—the social world is understood as “an affective space where people ought to be legitimated because they have feelings and because there is an intelligence in what they feel that knows something about the world that, if it were listened to, could make things better.”112 Tapping into a similar sentimental logic, testimonies from the feminist film movement in Sweden in the early 1980s also mobilized an imaginary that “trust[ed] affective knowledge and irrational assurance more than the truths of any ideology,” and “associate[d] femininity with the pleasures, burdens, and virtues of emotional expertise.”113 Evoking the women’s culture project’s idea about a particular female approach and worldview based on women’s historically acquired capacity for caregiving and sustainability, these accounts approached feminist film culture precisely as an affective scene for affirmation, where the circulated cultural narratives would be expressive of women’s commonly shared experiences.114 In this sense, the construction of the concept of women’s culture in Sweden, including its revitalization of the legacy of the women’s movement’s first wave and interest in women’s creative forms of expression, blended into a broader mass-mediated “women’s culture” in Berlant’s terms.115

* * *

Conceptualizing feminist film culture and the layered discursive struggles over notions of women’s film and female dramaturgy in these contexts in line with how the women’s culture project in Sweden implied a reevaluation of women’s traditional reproductive labor, on the one hand, and in terms of an intimate public claiming to cater to women’s emotional expertise, on the other, this chapter has sought to surpass established parameters in accounts of second-wave feminism and seventies film feminism. Rather than framing the shift toward issues of female film language as a clear-cut turn to psychoanalytic feminist theory—or to essentialism and identity politics for that matter—at the cost of socialist demands for redistribution, I have attended to how convoluted and messy the proliferating conversations around these issues were. The numerous events and activities carried out by the four associations in the early 1980s, involving international collaborations and a diverse selection of films leaning more toward European art cinema and solidarity films than canonized works in Anglophone film feminism, challenge assumptions about introvert retraction or loss of activism. Stated aims about empowering women filmmakers, documentation of debates about male bias in film criticism, and demands for equal representation in juries and funding boards all testify to a vibrant counterpublic “sphere of action.”116 What I have argued in this chapter, in sum, is that rather than simply disintegrating or being watered down by the growing interest in the issue of female creativity, feminist film culture also operated as an intimate public, putting forth a sense of ambivalence about politics. As I draw out in the next chapter, such ambivalence also played out in women’s films in these decades.






3 The (Juxta)politics of Ordinary

In Gunnel Lindblom’s Paradistorg (Summer Paradise, 1977), the character Emma delivers a passionate and infamous plea for mothers to stay at home with their children instead of selfishly prioritizing careers: 


We destroy and deform what is most important to us—the children. We expose them, we leave them out for the wolves. It is a disease, an insidious disease, an emotional coldness that destroys all humanism. . . . It is a shame to be human today, and an even worse shame to be woman. Because the woman today denies herself and her resources: her completely unique ability to give life and to take care of it in accordance with human dignity.



Produced by Ingmar Bergman and based on a controversial novel by Ulla Isaksson, who cowrote the film script, Summer Paradise is an intriguing example of the complex politics that characterize many of the films made by women in Sweden at the height of second-wave feminism. As I have mentioned in previous chapters, while the notion of gender equality was becoming an integral part of the Swedish imagined community, few films took explicit issue with notions of women’s oppression, struggle, and liberation. Summer Paradise, one of just nine theatrically released feature-length fiction films directed by women in Sweden in the 1970s, however, did address current feminist debates but was rather perceived as a backlash against demands for women’s rights to work and public childcare.1 The inclusion of the character Emma’s provocative denouncement of working mothers stirred reactions against what was considered a reactionary celebration of maternity and traditional gender roles.2

In essence, the reception at the time of the film premiere in 1977 reiterated the same heated debate that Isaksson’s novel had caused four years earlier, in 1973. Both Paradistorg and her next novel, Kvinnor (“Women”) from 1975, were criticized by influential feminists who deemed her books biologically determinist and lacking political visions and solutions to the problems they put forth.3 Lindblom’s adaptation of Summer Paradise was met with similar remarks by film critics like Jan Aghed and Hanserik Hjertén, who found the idealization of a traditional feminine sphere problematic.4 However, in addition to such critique of perceived gender conservatism, the reception of Lindblom’s film took a different turn when other critics began interrogating how male critics, like the two just mentioned, treated the film due to its focus on women.5 Moreover, the skeptical response in Sweden was soon contrasted with praise at film festivals in Cannes and London, as well as by enthusiastic critics in the United States.6 Summer Paradise unexpectedly turned out to be one of the most widely exported and internationally successful Swedish films of the decade, next to Bergman’s films. In recent works on women’s film history in Sweden, this unforeseen trajectory of Lindblom’s debut film, popularly narrated as a case of triumphant rehabilitation, has taken on a particular feminist charge.7

In this chapter, I use the convoluted case of Summer Paradise as a starting point not only for exploring the politics of women’s film work in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s but also for addressing methodological questions in feminist film studies. Neither experimental nor consciousness-raising documentary, or even indisputably feminist in its politics, Summer Paradise is an emblematic example of how women’s filmmaking in Sweden in these decades largely deviated from canons and categories in the making in Anglophone film feminism at the time, hence calling for other analytical frameworks. Broadly covering Swedish films circulating between women’s film festivals and events in the 1970s and 1980s, this chapter offers a contextualizing analysis of how trends in Swedish film culture and the women’s movement’s turn to the concept of women’s culture informed these works in ways that elude conceptual parameters founded on the dichotomy between the feminist realist documentary and deconstructivist experimental work. I draw out how they stylistically and thematically evoke the realist and “sober” tendencies that Cecilia Mörner identifies in Swedish film culture generally in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as well as a shift from social critique toward existential issues in the early 1970s.8 Building from my discussion in Chapter 2, the analysis is structured around four main themes central to the women’s culture project: women’s history, reproductive labor, environmentalism, and pacifism which played out across fiction and documentary formats.9 Also furthering my argument from Chapter 2, again drawing from Berlant’s concept of intimate publics, I attend to how articulations of these concerns often brought out an ambivalent mode of, on the one hand, dissatisfaction with the current state of the world, including capitalist ideals of progress and heterosexual intimate relationships, and on the other, distrust in the possibility of feminist or other politics to make things better. Summer Paradise, not least, provides a salient example of what I identify as a key conflict in women’s film work in Sweden in these years, between a conscious engagement in the world, on the one hand, and an urge to withdraw from the chaotic events of the world and political sphere, on the other, instead seeking relief and true meaning in the perceived authenticity of everyday ordinariness and conventionality.10

Moreover, Summer Paradise’s reception and the way in which this has been narrativized and passed down in film history raise questions about feminist reading strategies and film historiography that lie at the heart of this book. In sum, Lindblom’s film mobilized two separate feminist discussions: on the one hand about the film’s perceived conservative gender politics, and, on the other, about gender-biased structures in Swedish film culture. These two strands evoke formative approaches in feminist film studies, echoing, on the one hand, ideological criticism focused on assessing progressive or reactionary politics and aesthetics; and, on the other, a reparatory mode animated by notions of reevaluation and reclamation.11 In other words, the critical reception of Summer Paradise evokes feminist film criticism’s investment in classifying, at times unapologetically and dogmatically, the radical, subversive, conservative, or simplistic status of various women’s films and stylistic choices. In contrast, oft-repeated accounts of the film’s unjust treatment by male critics and gatekeepers in Sweden, followed by “standing ovations” in Cannes and an overnight sale to “some fourteen countries,” as Louise Wallenberg puts it, convey a rhetoric of underestimation and appraisal, marginalization and recognition, and invisibility and visibility—notions that have come to largely inform feminist film historiography as such.12

Jane Gaines’ critique of what she calls the framework of “underestimation and overestimation” offers an illuminating perspective for considering the way in which Summer Paradise’s victorious rehabilitation abroad has tended to take on feminist meaning in film historical accounts.13 Gaines problematizes the contradictory practice of underestimating women’s contributions to film history for the sake of arguing for the urgency to make them visible and write them back into this history. The common invocation of Summer Paradise’s production and reception histories in order to demonstrate unfair hardships, struggles to secure funding, and general prejudice that women directors have been the victims of fits well with what Gaines calls the “the oppression thesis.”14 Coming to terms with contextual nuances—in this case of how privileged it was for a first-time director (regardless of gender) to be handed the opportunity to make a feature-length fiction film with a decent budget with the most prestigious company in Sweden—let alone the fact that, after all, the film was selected for a screening in Cannes, rewarded the Film Institute’s quality premium, and canonized through multiple broadcasts on Swedish Television in the next decade, is less given within this dualistic framework.15 Accounts of Summer Paradise’s international success, moreover, evoke the compensatory “mode of overevaluation in which women, elevated either by their assigned inferiority or their as-yet-unacknowledged superiority, could ‘do no wrong,’” as Gaines puts it.16 Inserted into a narrative logic of discriminatory domestic treatment and rightful international restoration, Summer Paradise’s legacy has in recent publications been recast in feminist terms, despite its contested politics and the critical response at the time of the release.

What this knotty case aptly elucidates is how both approaches—ideological criticism and compensatory overestimation alike—offer limited takes that risk narrowing rather than opening up our understanding of women’s film history in Sweden and elsewhere. Informed by an evaluative rhetoric intent on either praising or discrediting the work’s historical, aesthetic, or political significance, both approaches leave little room for contradictions and insights beyond any such “value” and into the complicated structures that have both enabled and restricted women’s creative agency. Rather than setting out to reclaim the feminist status of Summer Paradise and other films directed by women in Sweden in these years, this chapter seeks to elaborate a reading strategy that allows for historicizing analysis of women’s films and women filmmakers as complex, sometimes problematic, yet legitimate film historical study objects in either case. Exploring women’s films in Sweden during the second wave in what follows, I refrain from a “paranoid” focus on what automatically might come across as conservatism or essentialism, as much as from the impulse to recuperate these works as “pioneering” feminist interventions.17


Summer Paradise’s Female Point of View

Summer Paradise chronicles a family vacation in the archipelago. The main character, medical doctor Katha, gathers her daughters, grandchildren, and extended family of partners, friends, and neighbors at a rustic residence for the usual midsummer celebration, crayfish party, and long relaxing days in nature. In sharp contrast to the idyllic setting and scenes of sun-drenched flower-picking, bread-baking, lovemaking, and intimate conversations between the female characters, all accompanied by a lazy jazz score, dark clouds gather on the horizon. Characters turn out to be deeply troubled about a variety of threatening events in the world outside the superficial harmony of the family holiday: poverty in developing countries, the Vietnam War, pollution, and youth criminality are recurrently brought up in conversations between the characters. The main conflicts are played out, on the one hand, between Katha and her depressed friend, social worker Emma, who is provoked by Katha’s naive and introverted worldview in what, according to her, are disastrous times of cynicism and human coldness. On the other hand, tensions are caused by the disadvantaged character Ingrid and her trouble-making son King, friends of Katha’s bohemian daughter Sassa and granddaughter Eva. The film ends tragically with the anxiety-ridden teenager Tomas committing suicide.

In terms of style and content, as well as cast and crew, Summer Paradise was firmly anchored in Swedish art film culture at the time. As already mentioned, the film was produced by Bergman, and the production included distinguished creatives such as production manager Katinka Faragó, production designer Anna Asp, composer Georg Riedel, and actors Birgitta Valberg, Sif Ruud, Inga Landgré, Solveig Ternström, Margaretha Byström, and Agneta Ekmanner. Like other feature-length fiction films directed by women in this decade—such as Långt borta och nära (“Far Away and Nearby,” Marianne Ahrne, 1976) and Mackan (Birgitta Svensson, 1977)—Summer Paradise was stylistically in line with the realist and factual modes that by the end of the 1960s replaced modernist ideals in Swedish film culture, according to Mörner.18 Drawing on Bill Nichols’ work on documentary “discourses of sobriety,” Mörner demonstrates how a pronounced engagement with social and political issues shaped Swedish film culture generally, including fiction, in the years between 1967 and 1972.19 Importantly, however, whereas many feature-length fiction films made in this period leaned toward a melodramatic mode in which individuals were portrayed as victims of society, few such narratives focused on women as disadvantaged social subjects.20 Jänken (The Yankee, Lars Forsberg, 1970), a film included in several women’s film events in the early 1970s, as I mention in Chapter 1, made up a rare exception. Using the devastating reception of Mai Zetterling’s Flickorna (The Girls, 1968) as a key example (addressed more in Chapter 5), Mörner argues that a critical understanding of gendered power relations was not attainable in Swedish film culture at this time. These institutional restrictions, as well as Mörner’s further observation that narratives centered around social injustices were generally replaced by more psychological themes after 1973, offer clarifying perspectives on the considerable absence of films outspokenly dealing with women’s oppression in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s.21 With few exceptions, women’s films in these decades, Summer Paradise included, adhered to the prevailing realist ideals as well as to the reorientation from social criticism toward existential dilemmas.

According to Ingrid Stigsdotter, Summer Paradise’s international appreciation derived precisely from its recognizable “Swedish” style and motifs, such as beautiful nature, naked bodies, melancholy, and personal conflicts.22 “They all eat elaborately prepared meals and pick buttercups. Very Swedish,” The Guardian reported.23 The film “invokes memories of the cinematic poetry that so filled the Swedish films of the 1950s such as One Summer of Happiness and Bergman’s Smiles of a Summer Night, one critic wrote on the occasion of a screening at the San Francisco Film Festival.24 Rather than being hailed as a feminist masterpiece—as the same critic’s contention that the film was not “a feminist propaganda pamphlet” but “a warm, human story presented with understanding and uncompromising artistry” shows—Summer Paradise’s international fame drew on recurrent comparisons to the works of Bergman and Anton Chekhov.25 Furthermore, despite its broad circulation, many positive reviews, and occasional inclusion in guidebooks on female directors, Summer Paradise remained unnoticed in Anglophone feminist film criticism in the 1970s and 1980s, scarecely fitting within that critical framework.26 Eluding the dichotomy between realist and avant-garde formats, the film also deviated from the more evident feminist plotlines in other European art films by, for instance, Chantal Akerman and Helma Sanders-Brahms. Whereas the stakes in films like Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce—1080 Bruxelles (Akerman, 1975) and Deutschland bleiche Mutter (Germany Pale Mother, Sanders-Brahms, 1980) concern the main characters’ gendered experiences of their social situations and living conditions, Summer Paradise first and foremost pitches the cold and destructive outside world against innocent children and the pastoral family setting.

Nevertheless, Lindblom’s film opens itself up to—and has recently generated—readings attending to its centering and cautious representation of female characters from four different generations in ways that evoke discussions in feminist film studies about the realist narrative feature’s political potential.27 As Anneke Smelik puts it, rather than “deconstructing the narrative and visual pleasures tailored for the male spectator of classical cinema,” this format might construct “a feminist position through an alternative but recognizable use of traditional cinematic codes and conventions.”28 Alison Butler places Smelik’s work in a strand of feminist film studies going back to Claire Johnston’s influential advocation for women’s cinema to work through rather than destroy visual pleasure, using the entertainment film for this purpose.29 In this line of thought, scholars like Teresa de Lauretis, Lucy Fischer, Judith Mayne, and others have interrogated the division between experimental and narrative, and relatedly between mainstream and independent women’s cinema, resulting in crucial explorations of styles that are not manifestly oppositional, but rework established traditions in ways that displace patriarchal discourse and construct other perspectives, frames of reference, and conditions of representation.30 Following this strand, Summer Paradise might be read along the lines of Smelik’s analysis of films that “represent the signs and significations of ‘woman’ and of ‘femininity’ differently from the codes and conventions of dominant cinema, while they still employ and deploy (rather than deconstruct) visual and narrative pleasure.”31 Lindblom’s own remarks about how she believed that, rather than resulting in a completely different cinematic language, women directors brought experiences that could alter the narrative content and focus, suggest as much.32 Foreshadowing the impact of the Bechdel test in the 2010s—a framework that Stigsdotter relates Summer Paradise to in an article written in 2015—Lindblom also admitted her delight in representing two middle-aged women talking about other things than men.33

Revolving around the character Katha and her most important relationships, which are all with women—her two daughters, her granddaughter, and her friend Emma—the film’s sparse interaction between women and men takes place predominantly within the two daughters’ heterosexual relationships: between the free-spirited Sassa and her lover, the lingonberry farmer Puss, on the one hand, and the more dutiful daughter Annika, mother of three and like Katha a medical doctor, and her unfaithful husband, a cultural critic who nags at what he finds to be her conventional mindset, on the other. These interactions are presented from the daughters’ perspectives with the camera oftentimes remaining with them afterward, carefully registering their emotional responses. In a similar manner, the camera stays with Katha in a scene where she brings a basket of freshly baked buns out in the garden without anyone giving notice. When all family members suddenly leave for a swim, the camera lingers on Katha’s somewhat baffled look. The shot reads as a small commentary on women’s invisible and unappreciated domestic labor. In the sense that the action is told from and privileges women’s perspectives, in these scenes, Summer Paradise’s “female characters acquire subjectivity through the construction of a cinematic point of view on a visual and narrative level,” to use Smelik’s words.34 Wallenberg and Maria Jansson argue in the same vein that by placing “women and women’s stories at the centre,” Summer Paradise “invalidate(s) the Oedipal scenario described by de Lauretis.”35 In another piece, reading the film through a Mulvean lens, Wallenberg claims that Lindblom “sets out to counter and decenter the male gaze as well as the objectification of the female naked body” and that “she refuses to portray female sexuality and desire as one shaped by masochism (and sadism).”36 The sex scenes in the film, Wallenberg contends, convey equality in the sense that the male body is shown naked and “as sensitive and as receptive as the female body.”37

However, as valid as a reassessment of Summer Paradise’s formal strategies and politics of representation is, limiting the analysis of this complex historical case to its visual and narrative techniques risks overlooking its messier aspects and contextual density. Making a case for the film’s feminist significance based on such selective reading, leaving out its controversial intervention into issues of maternity and childcare, evokes the compensatory mode of overestimation, intent first and foremost on rehabilitating women directors’ superiority, as Gaines puts it. Beyond such restorative impulse, the following discussion seeks to unpack, critically scrutinize, and historicize the film’s complicated gender politics.



Women’s Culture’s Female Complaint

As already mentioned, Ulla Isaksson’s novel Paradistorg caused a heated debate in 1973, four years before the film premiered. Isaksson, who also cowrote the film script with Lindblom, had previously worked with Bergman on films such as Nära livet (Brink of Life, Bergman, 1958) and Jungfrukällan (Virgin Spring, Bergman, 1960). Bergman allegedly was the one who suggested an adaptation of Isaksson’s novel in the first place and invited Lindblom, who in addition to performing in several of his films had acted as assistant for him, to direct.38 Even though the women-dominated film team might be seen as, at that time, an unusual feminist production strategy, this particular production context—associated with the so-called film establishment—contributed to placing Summer Paradise in a somewhat thorny position in regard to feminist film culture’s entanglement with leftist film culture. According to one journalist reporting about debates following a screening at the festival Women in Swedish Film in 1983, Summer Paradise proved to be “dynamite with its provocative questions to women of today about how they care for their children.”39 Intervening in the debate about her novel, Isaksson claimed to have written Paradistorg as a comment on contemporary phenomena such as the women’s movement and criminal youth.40 On the occasion of the film’s release, Isaksson, moreover, claimed that the dark clouds in the story resembled the threatening clouds in general in the 1970s: “threats against welfare, health . . . , and in particular against the lives of children in an increasingly mechanical society.”41

The novel addresses this concern for the young generation by mobilizing the popular terms “key children” and “Aniara children.” These notions referred to, on the one hand, children who kept a key to their house around their neck, an indication that no adult would be home to care for them after school. The notion of “Aniara children,” on the other hand, referred to the dystopic science fiction novel Aniara by Nobel laureate Harry Martinsson.42 In the aftermath of a nuclear apocalypse, the spaceship Aniara sets out to find a new habitable planet but is knocked out of course and ends up floating astray in space. The notion suggested a generation of alienated children out of course in the same way due to maternal negligence and the loss of the safe haven of family life. In Isaksson’s novel, unlike the film, the character Emma goes as far as to compare women who seek to be “as tough, as crass, as rational” as men with war criminals in Vietnam.43 Critics of the novel perceived the character Emma as a spokesperson of views that had been put forth by prominent suffragists in Sweden, such as Ellen Key and Elin Wägner, the former known for her advocation for children’s rights and the latter as a pacifist and environmentalist.44 Emma’s heated monologue about how cold and calculating humanity has become at the cost of children, and how modern women deny their unique resources, evokes Key’s works Barnets århundrade (The Century of the Child) and Missbrukad kvinnokraft (“Misused Female Power”).45 Key is even explicitly referenced in the dialogue. In a similar manner, the different characters’ anxieties about pollution and birth defects caused by scientific ruthlessness and smoking mothers evoke Wägner’s pamphlets Fred med Jorden (Peace with Earth) and Väckarklocka (Alarm Clock).46

Testifying to Isaksson’s interest in these ideas, she would also, in collaboration with her husband, publish an influential two-part biography about Wägner in 1979.47 The biography, together with republications of several of Wägner’s works, contributed to a pivotal revival of her thinking in the women’s movement and especially in the women’s culture project in the late 1970s. In one interview, tellingly, Lindblom stated that Isaksson and herself were planning a television series about Wägner.48 Even though that project was never realized, Wägner’s legacy was tangible in several women’s films in the late 1970s and 1980s, as I flesh out below. However, as I address in Chapter 2, this rehabilitation was not univocally embraced. Prominent feminists like Maud Hägg and Barbro Werkmäster warned against what they saw as biological mystique and lack of class analysis in Wägner’s work.49 On the occasion of the republication of Alarm Clock, and in defense of Wägner’s relevance, critic Maria Bergom-Larsson argued that the book crucially addressed “all aspects that have lately become important in the women’s movement’s discussion, the struggle for peace, the struggle against the poisoning of the earth, the conditions for reproduction, the rehabilitation of a women’s culture and history of its own.”50 Curiously, Bergom-Larsson, an influential socialist who among many things wrote about bourgeois ideology in Bergman’s films, had been one of the most vocal critics in the debate about Isaksson’s novel and its perceived celebration of “holy motherhood.”51 In her defense of Alarm Clock, she admitted that just a few years earlier she would have seen Wägner’s ideas differently.52

Cutting right into the debate about the Swedish women’s movement’s turn to the concept of women’s culture, Summer Paradise evoked not only ideological tensions regarding “women’s responsibility for childcare” and whether this responsibility was understood as biologically determined or culturally assigned, as Malte Breiding Hansen and Maria Jansson summarize the media debate.53 It also brought out diverging orientations regarding politics as such, which in the film play out as a conflict between the two characters Katha and Emma’s different approaches in life: “concentrating on the family or engaging in societal issues,” as the director herself put it.54 These conflicting priorities capture how the stakes in the women’s culture project, as it manifested itself in Swedish film feminism, also concerned a displacement of “politics to the realm of feelings,” as Berlant describes the juxtapolitical character of intimate publics.55 As I discuss in Chapter 2, fatigue with and rejections of the political sphere were regularly articulated in contexts related to feminist film culture, at the same time that ideas about women’s emotional intelligence and the recognizability of the mundane everyday were foregrounded.56 In Summer Paradise, politics and the social reality outside the family vacation become sources of distress and rupture, as in the case of Katha and Emma’s conflict, but also in the sense that the characters’ various worries about war, pollution, and social issues taint the innocence of the rural setting with its promise of authenticity, harmony, and belonging. In the film, political concerns give rise to upsetting disputes and ultimately, the consequence of political consciousness is depression and even suicide. As Berlant argues, antagonism threatens a sense of consensus, which is why “in an intimate public, the political sphere is more often seen as a field of threat, chaos, degradation, or retraumatization than a condition of possibility.”57

Critics of both the novel and the film disapprovingly noted how frictions in the domestic sphere, such as those between Annika and her husband, and related to social class, as in the case of Sassa and Ingrid, did not call forth political insights or calls to action.58 In the novel, Annika instead pitches feminism against her own well-being as she reflects over her choice to stay with rather than giving up on her cheating husband. In her mind, she imagines how the women in Group 8 would surely laugh at her.59 Her coping strategy reads as a typical “[scene] of ordinary survival, not transgression,” as “disappointment, not refusal,” in Berlant’s words.60 Such attachments to “disaffirming scenarios” are characteristic of what she calls the “complaint genres of ‘women’s culture,’” using the term in the sense of popular culture focusing on women’s emotional labor and intimate sacrifices.61 Annika’s holding on to her unhappy marriage and the way in which she speaks in confidence with Katha about it evoke the mode of “the female complaint” as the vocalization of intimate disappointment based on the assumed common knowledge that “women live for love, and love is the gift that keeps on taking.”62 Rather than expressed in a clear-cut feminist register, this disappointment and the film’s overall emphasis on conventional femininity, family life, and relationships—synthesized in the romanticized atmosphere of the many scenes set in the rustic kitchen—fit with Berlant’s characterization of the intimate public of “women’s culture.”63 The film’s investment in acknowledging women’s experiences of emotional and reproductive labor and what being a woman supposedly means and feels like evokes “a view of power that blames flawed men and bad ideologies for women’s intimate suffering, all the while maintaining some fidelity to the world of distinction and desire that produced such disappointment in the first place.”64

In this case, the concept of intimate publics not only opens up important perspectives on Swedish film feminism’s affinity with a juxtapolitical sphere of femininity similar to the sentimental “women’s culture” that Berlant addresses. It also adds a critical dimension to the above discussion about reading strategies in feminist film studies, by pulling into focus how (what might be understood as) the feminist act of constructing a cinematic point of view that centers women’s perspectives might not necessarily equal centering feminist politics. In Smelik’s words, Summer Paradise might be said to “represent and communicate women’s experiences differently,” but it first and foremost constructs these experiences as concerning, in Berlant’s words, a “domain of feelings, where the questions of the desire for and cost of feminine conventionality keeps being replayed.”65 Even though, as Victoria Hesford importantly points out with reference to Berlant’s work, “the relationship between the counterpublic sphere of feminist politics and the intimate public sphere of women’s culture is more complicated and convoluted than the neatness of the conceptual paradigms might suggest,” the conceptual distinction is helpful for counterbalancing tendencies toward overevaluation and compensatory desires to recuperate as feminist any work directed by a woman.66

Against the backdrop of this discussion about Summer Paradise’s complicated politics, the ensuing parts of this chapter explore further how concerns related to the women’s culture project informed films made by women in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s, the majority of which are considerably less well-known than Lindblom’s film. Based on titles included in women’s film festivals and curated programs in Sweden, as well as titles selected for the Women’s Film Festival in Sceaux, I draw out four main themes: women’s histories, including portraits of both public and unknown historical women, as well as coming-of-age stories; explicit engagement with environmental and peace issues; and reproductive labor, including stories about emotional labor in heterosexual relationships, stories about women’s domestic life, and representations of pregnancies, abortions, birth, and menstruation. These themes hearkened back to a general critique of civilization—deploring the loss of basic human values and essential female knowledges in a cold and cynical modern world—that not only echoed concerns articulated by the character Emma in Summer Paradise but also evoked a widely expressed longing for authenticity that, according to Jens Ljunggren, made up a broad structure of feeling in Sweden in the long 1970s.67 This critique of civilization was also in line not only with the conventional contrasting between authentic rural and demoralizing city lives in Swedish cinema but also with the common tendency to mobilize a sense of alienation in modern society, especially in regard to the social engineering of the welfare state’s various social and medical institutions. A key aspect of how these critical themes played out in films directed by women was their projection of an imaginary where such longing for simplicity was opposed to the political sphere. In what follows, I show that much in the same way that Summer Paradise accentuates a conflict between the political urgency of the world and an urge to withdraw from this world, many of these films articulate a dissonance between calls for action and intervention and a juxtapolitical embrace of ordinariness and tradition.



Foregrounding Women’s History, Environmentalism, and Pacifism

In general, the films that circulated within the contexts of the feminist film movement in Sweden in these decades evoked the women’s culture project in the basic sense that they endeavored to make visible and give recognition to women’s lives and histories. They paid tribute to women’s achievements in art and politics as much as they reevaluated traditional domestic labor and craft. Accordingly, some of the most well-known feature-length fiction films directed by women in these decades addressed conditions restraining women’s creative work, such as Suzanne Osten’s Mamma (Mother, 1982), about the struggles of the director’s own mother in the male-dominated film industry, and Mai Zetterling’s Amorosa (1986) about Agnes von Krusenstjerna, author of a scandalous series of novels in the 1930s that Zetterling had adapted in her first feature-length film, Loving Couples (1964). However, anchored in modernist traditions, the works of both directors diverged from the realist tendency that overall characterized women’s filmmaking in Sweden in these decades. Another illustrative exception is made up of the films by Marie-Louise De Geer Bergenstråhle. Mörner uses Hallo Baby (Johan Bergenstråhle, 1976), a girl’s coming-of-age story that De Geer Bergenstråhle wrote the script for and played the main part in, as emblematic of the shift from social criticism toward more existential dilemmas in Swedish film culture in the early 1970s (Figure 3.1). Most films discussed in this chapter, however, might be said to gravitate toward existential issues. What evidently made Hallo Baby—and the ensuing films De Geer Bergenstråhle directed herself—stand out from the majority of these was rather her characteristic theatrical and absurdist style. Emphasizing artificiality through performative exaggeration and elaborate studio settings, De Geer Bergenstråhle’s films—such as Mamma pappa barn (Mother, Father, Child, 1977) and Barnförbjudet (The Elephant Walk, 1979)—offer a more obvious critique of social norms, gender stereotypes, and the heteronormative family than other films in these years. Unlike the general reclamation of the domestic sphere and women’s reproductive labor in films made by women in Sweden in these years, as I discuss below, De Geer Bergenstråhle twisted this sphere and made it appear grotesque rather than authentic. However, the parodic and excessive style that Hallo Baby staged was unusual and it caused an infuriated debate. Feminist critics deemed it “blatantly commercial” and found that it endorsed “a reactionary view on women” as submissive mannequins whose sole “happiness comes with a child,” at the same time that “one million Swedish women scream for work, daycare spots, and equity.”68 The nudity and De Geer Bergenstråhle’s appropriation of the pinup figure were suspiciously seen as exhibitionism and exploitation and as being there only for the sake of being looked at.69 Nevertheless, her films featured prominently in women’s film festivals and curated programs in these decades.


[image: A person in a ballet outfit, including a pink tutu and ballet shoes, paints on a large canvas in a cluttered studio. The studio is filled with various artistic and personal items, reflecting a creative and lived-in space. The scene captures the essence of artistic expression within a personal environment, aligning with themes of individuality and non-conformity in film and art.]

Figure 3.1  Marie-Louise De Geer Bergenstråhle in Hallo Baby (1976). Film still, Hallo Baby directed by Johan Bergenstråhle © AB Svensk Filmindustri 1976. Still photographer: Walter Hirsch.



More in line with the sober ideals of the time, feature-length fiction centered around women’s coming-of-age stories such as Brusten Himmel (Broken Sky, Ingrid Thulin, 1982) and Seppan (Agneta Fagerström-Olsson, 1986), in addition to the already mentioned Mackan, told fine-tuned stories about growing up as girls in different social settings in Sweden. Relying on the convention to contrast rural or suburban environments to urban life, they were told in a realist mode, where unexpected beauty and poetry would occasionally materialize in the mundane details of everyday life. Women’s lives and histories were also at the center of numerous documentaries made by women in these decades. Aspiring to recognize “hidden histories” and “invisible work,” these often put forth a sense of longing for the ordinary simplicity of the small, domestic world. An emblematic example is the short Elin och Valborg (“Elin and Valborg,” Johanna Hald, Marie Cederquist, and Lena Wallfeldt, 1979), which portrayed two older women looking back at their different lives within opposite class contexts. Other documentaries focused on women professionals in male-dominated spheres. Examples include Dirigenterna (“The Conductors,” Christina Olofson, 1987), about women conductors, and the feature-length documentary Vem har sagt att allt ska vara lätt . . . ? (“Who Said Everything Would Be Easy . . . ?,” Antonia Dubravka Carnerud, 1988) about the politician Ingrid Segerstedt Wiberg.70 A few short documentaries focused on contemporary women artists such as Channa Bankier, Renate Bauer, and Madeleine Pyk.71

However, while dedicated to making women’s marginalized experiences and histories visible and regularly taking issues of class into account, few films challenged the whiteness, hetero, and cis norms underpinning conventional notions of ordinariness. Notable exceptions include Frihetens murar (“The Walls of Freedom,” Marianne Ahrne, 1978), about a male Argentinian refugee in Stockholm in the 1970s, the short clay animation Lördag i North Carolina (“Saturday in North Carolina,” Birgitta Jansson and Claes-Göran Lillieborg, 1986), based on the singer Cyndee Peters’ recollections of her childhood in the African American South in the 1950s, and instances of cross-dressing in films by De Geer Bergenstråhle. As I discuss further in Chapter 6, lesbianism was a rare topic in women’s films in Sweden in these years. Furthermore, while focused on women, few films explicitly framed their stories in terms of gender oppression or women’s liberation. A telling exception is the short Kärlekens pris (“The Price of Love,” Stina Helmersson, 1985) about a Turkish woman in Stockholm who suffers under patriarchal norms in her diasporic community.72 In contrast, a significant body of documentaries made by Swedish women about women in the so-called “Third World,” which I discuss in depth in Chapter 5, sought to expose gender inequality in countries like Tunisia, Pakistan, and Ecuador. As I argue in that chapter, exemplary of an exceptionalist logic, such outspoken feminist frameworks appear to have been attainable only when representing contexts outside of Sweden or diasporic communities as in the case of “The Price of Love.” Many documentaries portraying women in the “Third World,” such as Leyla Assaf-Tengroth’s Vår gud är en kvinna (“Our God Is a Woman,” 1984) and Amelia Maleny (1983), evoked the women’s culture project through their focus on women’s lost histories and matriarchal traditions, but also through their universalizing and colonial tendencies.73 Another rare, related example is the documentary Ovanlandet (“The Land Above,” Ylva Floreman, 1985). Based on interviews with Sámi women about “the price they have paid for development and their longing back to their own traditions,” the film offers a poignant anticolonial and ecocritical take on the theme of women’s history.74

Environmentalist as well as pacifist perspectives were otherwise most evidently manifested in a group of, mostly documentary, shorts taking explicit issue with nuclear power, exploitation of natural resources, and the Cold War arms race. These include Barsebäck (Cecila Zadig, 1980), a short satire about the nuclear power plant Barsebäck in southern Sweden, made around the time of the large campaigns preceding the referendum regarding nuclear power held in Sweden in 1980; Två små torn (“Two Small Towers,” Lilian Domec, 1982), an animation about a girl who removes a power plant with the help of her red balloon; Satsa livet för att leva (“Put Life on Stake in Order to Live,” Margaretha Wästerstam, 1982), a critical assessment of the weapon industry; Mötet med Flory (“The Meeting with Flory,” Christina Olofson, 1985), about Flory Gate, ecologist, peace activist, and companion to Elin Wägner when she was still in life; as well as documentations of the protests against nuclear weapons in the form of so-called peace marches, first from Copenhagen to Paris in 1981 and a second time from Stockholm to Minsk in 1982, documented in the films Vi går för freden (“We March for Peace,” Ingela Romare and Ulf Berggren, 1981) and Marschen till Minsk (“The March to Minsk,” Anette Carlsson, 1982). Interviewed participants in Romare and Berggren’s film promote the peace movement as a promising new route with the potential to reinvigorate societal engagement and hope in the wake of the 68’ generation’s alleged deradicalization.

“Put Life on Stake in Order to Live” follows the daily activities of the activists in a peace camp outside a military base in England. In one interview, a 42-year-old mother declares that she is protesting for the sake of her daughter, and that her husband and daughter wholly support her activism. “There is such a terrible threat and as a woman, I have a commitment to the life I brought into this world,” she says, echoing Emma in Summer Paradise, and ongoing discussions in the women’s movement. In the interview, notions of normalcy and ordinariness are mobilized in ways that blend into Berlant’s conceptualization of public-sphere femininity’s sentimental affinity with conventionality. The mother claims that all she ever wanted was “a normal life, an ordinary life, a family life.” She never imagined that her responsibility to her daughter would lead her to go away from her to do this protest. “But now people can’t live normally anymore, we are not allowed to live normally, peacefully, safely,” she says. In her account, activism is presented as simply necessary, but at the same time, it is justified by mobilizing a juxtapolitical notion of the unpretentiousness of family life as the main thing people would ever wish for.



Making Reproductive Labor Visible

Issues of women’s history and worries about the state and direction of the world also inform how the theme of reproductive labor was handled in several women’s films. Some of these films, concerned with existential issues of life and death, evoke a common critique of the welfare state’s shortcomings by representing medical institutions as infused with a dry bureaucratic approach to human existence and basic needs.75 This theme sometimes played out in terms of emotional labor within romantic relationships—such as in Ahrne’s “Far Away and Nearby,” about a mental care worker who falls in love with one of her patients, and Agneta Elers-Jarleman’s documentary Smärtgränsen (“The Pain Threshold,” 1983), about the filmmaker’s agonizing experiences looking after her brain-damaged partner after a severe car crash—but also within friendships, as in Romare’s documentary Mod att leva (“Courage to Live,” 1983), about a young, terminally ill woman filmmaker’s last months in life. Reproductive labor was furthermore the focus of films dealing with pregnancies, abortions, births, and menstruation. The right to abortion and the right to pain-free birth were demands put forth by the women’s movement in the early 1970s, and throughout the decade, issues of pregnancies, motherhood, menstruation, and birth were explored artistically in various cultural manifestations, however, to a considerably lesser degree when it came to film.76 Menstruation was not a common motif in women’s films, and as Elisabet Björklund notes, issues of abortion and reproduction were only sparsely thematized in the 1970s.77 Rare early examples include Gunvor Nelson and Dorothy Wiley’s Schmeerguntz (1966)—containing imagery of tampons and menstrual blood—and Kirsa Nicholina (Nelson, 1970)—depicting a birth in graphic detail—both of which were produced in the United States but screened in the contexts of Swedish film feminism. Other notable exceptions include Maj Wechselmann’s Omställningen (“The Adjustment,” 1974), Gudrun Schyman and Lars Westman’s Födelsen (“The Birth,” 1979), and Helena Lindgren’s short . . . det ska vara så här . . . (“. . . It Is Supposed to Be Like This . . . ,” 1985), representing three different takes on reproductive issues that evoke the shifting emphasis from socialist feminism toward the project of women’s culture.

“The Adjustment” critically explores the process of adjusting to the role of mother, based on Wechselmann’s own experience after having her first child. Combining a range of stylistic features, the film scrutinizes commercial materials addressed to new parents, for instance, from infant nutrition and diaper companies. As Björklund notes in her reading of the film, “The Adjustment” comes across as a reaction to dominant representations of maternity and nursing, thus evoking the same images-of-women perspective that informed Kvinnomänniska (“Female Human,” Maj Wechselmann et al., 1970) and other examples from this time, as I discuss in Chapter 1. Bringing out a characteristic critique of civilization, the film specifically targets the lack of truthful representations of what it is like to become a mother, the indoctrination into consumerism, the inhumane isolation in modern suburbs, and the dominance of mass media information replacing organically passed down and shared knowledge between people and communities. Similarly politicizing issues of reproduction, the short documentary “The Birth” evokes how, by the end of the 1970s, the emphasis in the feminist debate had shifted from demanding pain-free births to a rhetoric celebrating women’s bodily abilities and “natural childbirths.”78 The filmmakers, Schyman and Westman, were leftist activists and filmmakers within the alternative and solidarity film movement. Schyman would later become a prominent politician within the Left Party, as well as the party Feminist Initiative in the 2000s. “The Birth” explicitly documented the delivery of her first child. In promotional materials related to the film, Schyman foregrounded the method of psychoprophylaxis—relying on breathing and relaxation techniques for coping with labor pain—and made claims for the right “to give birth without fear” and “to be born without violence.”79 The method of psychoprophylaxis, Schyman argued, prepares the woman emotionally and provides her with crucial knowledge so that she feels safe and trusts her body to be able to deliver the child. The brochure also advocated smaller clinics and stressed that women should have the right to choose their maternity ward.


[image: A person in a hospital bed wearing a blouse with embroidered cuffs, with a hand resting on their abdomen, depicting a scene from the documentary “The Birth” which explores themes of natural childbirth and maternal rights.]

Figure 3.2  Gudrun Schyman in “The Birth” (1979). Frame grab, Födelsen directed by Gudrun Schyman and Lars Westman © Gudrun Schyman and Lars Westman 1979. With kind permission from Gudrun Schyman.



Lindgren’s “ . . . It Is Supposed to Be Like This . . .” is an experimental short exploring the experience of menstruation. The film opens and closes with an interview with the director’s grandmother, who talks about the shame and fear she felt the first time she got her period, but how her mother calmed her down, telling her: “it is supposed to be like this.” The film combines a range of visuals: handheld images of books in a gynecological library, while a male voice-over quotes from a medical text about menstruation; brief glimpses of images of drops of blood hitting tiles, blood flushed down the toilet, bloody hands being washed off in a sink, blood running down the leg of a naked lower body, sanitary pads; as well as a patient’s point of view shot at the gynecologist, shots of a few different women looking into the camera, and a young woman tasting the blood from between her legs and standing in front of a mirror looking at herself naked. Other shots show images from nature, such as a lively watercourse, trees, and leaves. On the soundtrack, different women talk about pain and anxieties. The experimental style, not least the fast-paced and fragmentizing editing, conveys an artistic expression of the experience of cramps. Juxtaposing the sterile medical discourse with the messy reality of blood and women’s bodies, the film critically illustrates the gap between these spheres and the silencing of women’s intuitive knowledge. It thus utilizes the same strategy of contrasting dominant discourse with women’s realities and emotional experiences that characterized Wechselmann’s, among other women’s works. In contrast to both “The Adjustment” and “The Birth,” however, “ . . . It Is Supposed to Be Like This . . . ” does not explicitly advocate for specific measures or make political demands but stops at the voice-over contemplation: “I should understand by now, but I think it is very unfair that I should be in pain for several years of my life and many other women with me.” The tangible difference in tone and political aspiration between these films signal an approach to women’s experiences in existential rather than social justice terms. In the spirit of the female complaint, Lindgren’s film first and foremost acknowledges that menstruating women heroically cope with a particular type of suffering that deserves attention.

Issues of reproduction and abortion were also thematized in a small number of feature-length fiction films in the 1980s. Sally och Friheten (Sally and Freedom, 1981) was Gunnel Lindblom’s second feature after Summer Paradise. The film is about the social worker Sally, mother of one, and the two abortions she has during the film. På liv och död (“A Matter of Life and Death,” 1986) was Marianne Ahrne’s third feature after “Far Away and Nearby” and “The Walls of Freedom.” The film is about an affair between the journalist Nadja and the gynecologist Stefan. Testet (“The Test,” 1987), by Ann Zacharias, is a chamber piece taking place in an apartment while a couple awaits the result of a pregnancy test. Analyzing the representation of women’s reproductive choices in the three films, Björklund highlights how they allowed the female characters “to be ambivalent or negative towards the state of motherhood” and how they offered “a critical view of medicine and medical authority,” thus evoking “certain feminist aims, as they present nuanced representations of women and a critical perspective of medical power.”80 At the same time, Björklund notes, all three directors publicly resisted any feminist labeling of their films or themselves as directors. Like Summer Paradise, the three films center the perspectives and experiences of women, and in a similar manner to Lindblom’s first film, Sally and Freedom draws attention to women’s invisible domestic labor by contrasting Sally’s agency with her mother’s sacrifices.81 In one interview, typically, moreover, scriptwriter Margareta Garpe and actor Ewa Fröling promoted the film as a representation of a highly ordinary woman, testifying to the high currency of this notion at the time.82

Categorizing the three films as art films, Björklund observes their open-endedness, institutional frameworks, and the important presence of the filmmakers both behind and in front of the camera. Stylistically, it is worth noting, however, that “The Test” differs considerably from the more conventional realist features of Lindblom and Ahrne’s films. Of the films discussed in this chapter, “The Test” comes closest to evoking notions of female film language as circular and spiraling—not only through its slow-paced dramaturgy, repetitious interactions between the couple, and plot duration structured around the pregnancy test but also through the experimental cinematography. In music video-like fleeting tracking shots, set to the artist Eva Dahlgren’s characteristic vocals, the camera spins around the couple as they interact intimately and sexually over the course of the hours when they await the test result. The dialogue for its part revolves largely around environmentalist concerns. Zacharias was a well-known supporter of Greenpeace, just like the character Inga whom she played in the film. The couple discuss if it is right to bring children into the world in the era of nuclear weapons and meltdowns. “We need a better world for our children,” the man says, interrogating the idea that Sweden as a neutral country would be a safe place. There is no guarantee that peace will prevail in Sweden and a missile could hit within seconds, he argues, in addition to pointing out the closeness to Chernobyl. “Greenpeace is just a drop in the ocean,” he says. “If one can’t save the whales, one can’t save the world,” Inga replies. Released almost a decade after Summer Paradise, in the wake of the Chernobyl disaster, “The Test” largely echoes the character Emma’s dystopic concerns about the poisoning of the world and the inability to care for and keep children safe in it.



Withdrawing from the Big World

In closing, to further unpack the complex investment in the notion of ordinariness in Swedish film feminism, I will highlight works by three directors, Solveig Nordlund, Nina Hedenius, and Gunila Ambjörnsson, where this idea is given distinct aesthetic features. Exploring concerns with women’s history, environmentalism, and pacifism through more experimental formats, their films foreground a felt sense of discord between the authenticity of the everyday and the alienating stress of social and political scenes. Thus, they not only echo the stakes in Summer Paradise thematically by pitching harmonious representations of rural and traditional life against impressions of a modern, industrialized, and mediatized world increasingly marked by war, pollution, and crime. They also amplify this conflict through formal strategies, particularly through editing and sound, creating clashes between the stillness of the small world and the chaos of the busy outside world. As such, they offer illuminating insights into the feminist film movement’s affective recalibration from radical pathos and engagement to self-protectiveness and ambivalence about politics that this and the previous chapter have traced. In these films, ordinariness gets mobilized as a vehicle both for recognizing the domestic sphere and for disengaging with the political.

Vintersaga (“Winter Tale,” Nina Hedenius, 1979) is a short documentary about an 83-year-old woman’s peaceful life in the countryside. On par with how the idyllic family holiday in Summer Paradise is destabilized by the dark thoughts invading the family members’ minds, “Winter Tale” juxtaposes the slow natural rhythms of cooking, maintaining the fire in the wood stove, watering plants, while the clock slowly ticks and the cat spins, with a constant stream of negative news reports on the radio about war, pollution, apathy among school children, and divorce rates, as well as newspaper headlines about unemployment, sex, and foster care. As Hedenius herself put it in an interview: “I want to show how we are overrun by welfare, material standard, and how the big world penetrates the small.”83 The emphasis on daily tasks evokes the project of recognizing women’s traditional skills and passed-down knowledge. In the same interview, Hedenius accordingly stated: “I want to bring out woman’s role in my films. Her world is small and often overlooked. I want to show what is never seen. For example, the wiping, the scrubbing, and the baking. It is never noticed if it gets done, only if it does not.”84 In a later film, Olika världar (“Different Worlds,” 1986), Hedenius portrayed a medical doctor, a priest, a writer, and a farmer by combining voice-over accounts with images following daily activities such as grocery shopping and meditating. The documentary subjects, two women and two men, share existential reflections and articulate ecocritical perspectives on the ways in which economic growth and mass media have come to rule human life and agriculture. They talk about the need for stillness and slowing down. “Have we forgotten to take time? Is it more roles that rule our lives than the human behind?” asked the presentation of the film in the catalog for the festival Women in Nordic Film.85 The slow pace in both films conveys a temporality in harmony with nature and preindustrial traditions, at odds with the speed of modern life and production.

Works by Nordlund similarly use sound and editing to accentuate a felt clash between rural authenticity and urban alienation. Nordlund’s stylistically elaborate shorts Minnen från byn Torrom (“Memories From the Village Torrom,” 1984) and the more satirical Heta linjen (“Hot Line,” 1985) offer dystopic commentaries on the detached present. “Hot Line” interlaces multiple voices over slow-paced images of a suburban environment at night. The voice-over delivers a characteristically sardonic poem by well-known author Kristina Lugn, combined with scattered voices from a telephone chat line. “Memories From the Village Torrom” interweaves elements such as childhood memories, memorabilia, and archival materials from the village’s thriving past with depopulated images of the village in the present. Like in “Winter Tale,” sound plays a crucial part. The combination of vocal recordings, such as readings of letters, journal entries, news, but also local myths, makes different temporal and narrative layers not only clash but organically float into one another. The film’s merging of separate temporal layers within the same image conveys an ecofeminist temporality that can be read along the lines of Wägner’s Tusen år i Småland (“A Thousand Years in Småland”) from 1939.86 Considering the tangible presence of previous historical moments in the southern Swedish landscape, Wägner’s piece articulated ideas that rather than separating different eras and times in a linear manner stressed their continuity and interwovenness in the present.

Ambjörnsson’s films also use sound and contrasting visual elements to convey a dystopic sense of the present where communication technology contributes to isolating humans from each other rather than connecting them. The short Om granars inverkan på människors sinnesfrid (“Regarding the Impact of Spruces on People’s Peace of Mind,” 1985) includes brutal images of lumbering, voice-over reflections about the forest, intertitles naming dead species, magic formulas, and images from a Stockholm subway art installation of a forest and a moose. Echoing “Winter Tale,” the short Det finns för lite indianer (“There Are Too Few Indians,” 1988) interweaves sounds from news reports, telephones, and answering machines in stressful and invasive ways. Recycling some of the images from “Regarding the Impact of Spruces on People’s Peace of Mind,” it also echoes Hedenius’ “Different Worlds” by including interviews with activists from the 68’ generation who reflect on existential matters, lost values, a lost sense of hope, and conditions for living under threat in the aftermath of Chernobyl. The tagline for “There Are too Few Indians”—which in addition to the colonial title includes an isolated studio performance by a Native American man—reads “An image poem about love and politics, fantasy and ecology, about us who became the first teenagers.” However, in contrast to the slow-paced editing and uneventful imagery in films by Hedenius and Nordlund, Ambjörnsson uses a more drastic, faster-paced style combining more visual elements and sound layers.

In addition to centering characteristic issues of environmentalism and pacifism, women’s histories, and reproductive labor, what these shorts bring out more distinctly is a dystopic sense of loss and threat. On the one hand, they put forth a radical critique of civilization, advocating for more authentic, less profit-driven ways of living in harmony with the earth, reactivating lost traditions, knowledges, and craftmanship associated with women’s reproductive labor and caregiving abilities especially. On the other hand, what these shorts also convey is an urge to withdraw and protect oneself not only from a destructive, capitalist temporality and production but from the very reality of disasters and crises in the “big world.” In stark contrast to how solidarity films since the 1960s had functioned as crucial tools for raising awareness, calling to action, and inciting protests, these shorts pinpoint media reports about war and poverty as disruptive and traumatizing in and of themselves. In these films, it is the receivers of such troubling, mediatized events—rather than people immediately affected by them—that are represented as the victims thereof, invaded and worn down by the precarious state of the world, just like in Summer Paradise.

* * *

The little-known women’s films discussed in this chapter offer crucial insights into the artistic construction of the contested notion of women’s culture in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s. In sum, I have drawn out how themes central to the women’s culture project to a large degree informed films made by women in Sweden in these decades. Using Summer Paradise as a springboard for addressing some of the defining features and concerns of these films, I have shed light on their investment in making women’s histories and lives visible, as well as on an undergirding critique of civilization, questioning the accelerated speed, progress, pollution, and warfare of modern life. Manifesting an orientation toward the ordinary, often overlooked, everyday aspects of the “small world,” these films are characterized by a complicated working through of the political as a sphere of intervention and possibility, on the one hand, and as an invasive and retraumatizing field, on the other. Across these ambivalent articulations, the idea of the ordinary both serves a politics of recognition—acknowledging women’s reproductive labor—and gets harnessed to a juxtapolitical disbelief in antagonism as well as a sentimental attachment to normative femininity and its intimate sacrifices. Finally, this chapter has also addressed methodological issues and advocated for a balanced approach cautious of the ways in which both “paranoid” and compensatory frameworks risk narrowing our understanding of women’s film history. The next chapter picks up this line of thought in regard to Mai Zetterling’s feminist persona and obscure nonfiction work in these decades.





4 An Elevated Feminist Ahead of Her Time?1

In one scene in the short Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm (Mai Zetterling, 1978), we see the Swedish director and actor in a crane, traveling up, high above a wintry view of the Kungsträdgården park in Stockholm. In voice-over she delivers her personal thoughts about the city below:


There are many Stockholms and the name means many things for many people. But for me it is the city of my childhood. The city of a thousand threads. The city of the silent crowds. The city with no faces. The city of no dreams. The city of a million hidden people. The city with the greatest solitude. The city of prosperity.



Shot in 1977, Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm made up one episode in the Canadian TV series Cities.2 In the short, melancholic and ironic by turns, Zetterling paints a portrait of her hometown, a city where she had then not resided permanently for thirty years. Impersonating not only herself, “author, actress, filmmaker Mai Zetterling,” as she introduces herself, but also “author, alchemist August Strindberg” and “author, philosopher, run-away-queen Christina,” Zetterling gives the viewer a tour of places such as the state-governed chain of alcohol shops, Systembolaget, major tourist attractions such as the open-air museum Skansen, the medieval city center, and the Royal Dramatic Theatre that she herself in 1942 had entered as a young acting student, soon to become a movie star.

Viewing the city from her elevated position in the crane, Zetterling invokes Strindberg’s famous opening lines from the novel Röda rummet (The Red Room) from 1879 by asking: “Taking a bird’s eye view over my city, what do I see?” In this way, she also impersonates a recurrent description of herself as a stranger or “rare bird” in the Swedish cultural landscape: the movie star with an international career who remade herself and returned as filmmaker.3 Starting with short documentaries for the BBC, Zetterling soon advanced to become one of the first women art film auteurs in Europe. Her first Swedish features Älskande par (Loving Couples, 1964) and Nattlek (Night Games, 1966) both got a mixed reception in the Swedish press, but her third, Flickorna (The Girls, 1968), caused a scandal. The film was infamously deemed “a case of clogged up menstruation” by the journalist Bo Strömstedt, failed to attract an audience, and was not considered worthy of the Swedish Film Institute’s quality premium.4 Zetterling’s filmmaking career in Sweden stopped short. It took eighteen years before her next, and final, Swedish theatrical feature-length fiction, Amorosa, premiered in 1986. Looking back at Stockholm a decade after The Girls, Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm uses a dry voice-over to contemplate the population’s distanced shyness, problems with alcohol, perfect surfaces, and banal dreams. The observations recycle judgments about Swedes from Zetterling’s early BBC documentary The Prosperity Race (1962), a film that just like The Girls had caused a scandal and even resulted in descriptions of the director as traitor to the nation.5 Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm also echoes Susan Sontag’s “A Letter from Sweden,” an essay written in 1969 about Sontag’s experience of Sweden while directing Duet for Cannibals (1969), the first of her two Swedish films produced by the company Sandrews, as I mention in Chapter 1.6 Sontag was invited to Sweden and handed this unique opportunity to direct at the same time that the doors to Swedish film closed for Zetterling, who had also made her films under the aegis of Sandrews. This is ironic considering the devastating criticism that Sontag’s films also received, but simultaneously symptomatic of a wish to launch and capitalize on, but failure to sustain support for, a woman auteur in Swedish film at the time.7

In this chapter, I discuss how a similar paradox conditioned Zetterling’s filmmaking opportunities in the 1970s and 1980s. At the same time that the women’s movement gained political currency, and the notion of Swedish gender equality became internationally viable, opportunities for women directors, as I point out in previous chapters, remained scarce, and in Zetterling’s case, practically nonexistent.8 Nevertheless, the ongoing construction of a popular image of gender equality in Sweden could make well use of an internationally successful woman director like Zetterling as front figure. This chapter highlights how Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm and three of her other lesser-known commissioned nonfiction shorts, “The Strongest” (1973), Of Seals and Men (1979), and Betongmormor (“Concrete Granny,” 1986), all drew on and reinforced Zetterling’s progressive feminist persona in the wake of her setbacks in Swedish film. Elaborating from this paradox, the purpose of this case study, the first of three in this book, is to critically explore the contradictory dynamics of Swedish exceptionalism in the context of Swedish film feminism. The four films—produced in vastly different contexts, ranging from the Olympic Committee to Denmark’s Royal Greenland Trade Department—provide salient examples of feminist film culture’s complex entanglement with the broad public, transnational contexts, and political and commercial interests.9 Pulling these largely overlooked titles in Zetterling’s filmography into focus, the chapter moreover complicates popular accounts of the director as an oppositional outsider struggling against the stream. Contesting the oft-repeated idea that Zetterling was “ahead of her time,” and resuming the previous chapter’s interrogation of what Jane Gaines calls the framework of underestimation and overestimation, I propose that this notion has counterproductively contributed to obscuring not only these shorts but also the crucial role that Zetterling played in transnational feminist film culture.10 Moreover, attending to the formal strategies used in these films, I show how they provided crucial opportunities for exploring a feminist aesthetic characterized by—at this time rare—features such as a “female gaze” and drag impersonation.


Zetterling and Transnational Film Feminism

While the harsh criticism of The Girls and Zetterling’s subsequent adversities in Swedish film are well known, little attention has been given to the film’s quick elevation to cult status in transnational feminist film culture. According to Zetterling herself, Susan Sontag was one of the feminist icons who, just like Simone de Beauvoir, celebrated and promoted The Girls as a masterpiece, resulting in the film’s opening of the First International Festival of Women’s Films in New York in 1972.11 The screening received a small notice in the Swedish press, commenting on how “[t]he almost exclusively female audience seemed to especially enjoy a scene where a group of women throw tomatoes, eggs, and pies at pictures of Charles de Gaulle, Lyndon Johnson, Moshe Dayan, Mao Tse-tung, and Adolf Hitler.”12 The Girls was thereafter included in numerous crucial events, such as the women’s film festival Femmes/Films in Paris in 1975 and Copenhagen International Women’s Film Festival in 1976.13 In her autobiography, published in 1985, Zetterling commented on how The Girls suddenly took her to “Paris, Lisbon, Copenhagen, Rome, Australia, Africa and even Stockholm” and how she drew strength from the new appreciation.14 The catalog for Copenhagen International Women’s Film Festival criticized the film’s unjust reception in Sweden and exclusion from the Danish cinema and television repertoire:


A women’s film festival had to happen, before this amazing film could have its Danish premiere. It is largely characteristic of both this film and several other films by Mai Zetterling that first in the context of the new women’s movement they have been pulled out in the light, understood, and valuated.15



As I discuss in this book’s introduction, another crucial context enabling international networking between women filmmakers was generated by UNESCO during the International Women’s Year in 1975. The international symposium on Women in Cinema in the Valley of Aosta in July 1975 formed part of the organization’s large initiative to “promote new efforts in the struggle to end discrimination against women.”16 Zetterling, one of four participating Swedish delegates, led one of the two workshops during the symposium, the so-called Money Workshop, where, according to one report, she suggested the creation of an international association for women working in cinema.17 Plans for this organization, however, had begun being sketched already a few months earlier, during the festival Femmes/Films in Paris, an event that Zetterling also participated actively in.18 The formation of Film Women International was the main outcome of the UNESCO symposium, and, as mentioned in previous chapters, the association was meant to be based in Stockholm.19

Even though the association never became the crucial NGO it was envisioned as, it is noteworthy that the International Women’s Year provided a productive context for Zetterling also in the sense that it gave her the opportunity to make the short Vi har många namn (We Have Many Names, Mai Zetterling, 1976). Originally commissioned by the BBC on the occasion of the Women’s Year, the film was later adopted by the Swedish Television and broadcast in April 1976.20 The film is about a woman, played by Zetterling herself, who is thrown into an existential crisis when she is left by her husband after a long marriage in which she carried the main responsibility for the household and children. Despite a lukewarm Swedish reception, the film was screened in Cannes and included in the women’s film festival in Copenhagen.21 One Swedish critic worried that the film ultimately promoted a “male-free” women’s community and “freedom from men” rather than “in relation to men.”22 During the same year, 1976, Zetterling was also involved in collaboration with Simone de Beauvoir who had invited her to adapt Le deuxième sexe (The Second Sex). The project was planned as a seven-hour-long internationally coproduced TV series depicting “women’s situation in different areas of the world, how it was, how it is.”23 Zetterling stated that she was also interested in portraying “Simone de Beauvoir’s own development.”24 In an interview, de Beauvoir equally talked enthusiastically about the work, praising The Girls and speaking about the new project’s potential to raise awareness among women.25 However, The Second Sex, just like Film Women International and numerous other projects that Zetterling sought to initiate in these years, was never realized. Nevertheless, apart from her difficulties in Swedish film culture, Zetterling in sum experienced a kind of prime time in relation to transnational feminist film culture in the 1970s.26



Haunted by Reevaluation

Analyzing the harsh Swedish reception of The Girls, Cecilia Mörner and Mariah Larsson both draw attention to how Zetterling’s excessive modernist style was at odds with the realist and sober ideals and tastes in Swedish film culture at this time.27 In contrast to politically engaged films in fiction as well as documentary, oftentimes produced in contexts in conflict with the so-called film establishment, Zetterling’s career wholly depended on the art cinema institution and leaned on formal strategies that were largely associated with Ingmar Bergman’s films. According to Larsson, critics rejected The Girls not only because it was perceived as feminist but because of its perceived outmoded bourgeois sentiments, lack of class analysis, and negative view on the Swedish Social Democratic welfare state.28 However, even though The Girls, in this sense, was not up to date with the trends in Swedish film culture in the late 1960s, to this day Zetterling continues to be described as “ahead of her time” almost every time her name appears in public in Sweden.29

According to Zetterling herself, Sontag was one of the first to make this judgment about The Girls, specifying that the film was “some five years” ahead of its time.30 In a mapping out of the Swedish filmography of the 1960s, published in 1977, Harry Schein, the founder and director of the Swedish Film Institute, similarly invoked this idea, as well as the notion of Zetterling as a stranger or “rare bird” in her home country:


Through a use of imagery that was a bit overloaded, Zetterling’s films became alien elements in Swedish film. More noteworthy is how the view of women that her films reflected, especially those that she wrote herself, Night Games and The Girls, was well ahead of its time, before the women’s issue was generally accepted by the male-dominated society. The Girls did not receive a quality premium from the Film Institute’s committee, and the consequences thereof were the same as for Jörn Donner. The committee’s decision in both cases are the only grave mistakes that have been made obvious in hindsight by our contemporary perspectives.31



Schein’s statement is intriguing in its rhetorical twists and insertion of notions such as “the view of women” and “male-dominated society.” Testifying to the popularization of such terminology in Sweden by 1977, it reveals some of the implications of calling Zetterling “ahead of her time.” Schein suggested that by 1977, Sweden had stepped out of ignorance and generally accepted the issue of women’s rights. Certainly, by then, several political “women-friendly” reforms had taken place in Sweden, and gender equality was becoming a Swedish trademark, promoted not least by Schein’s good friend, Social Democrat Olof Palme (prime minister between 1969 and 1976 and 1982 and 1986).32 However, this presumed progressive, “contemporary” perspective on women’s rights—supposedly embraced even at the Film Institute—did not result in offering Zetterling a second chance or putting the issue of women’s filmmaking on the agenda. Rather than opening new doors for Zetterling or other women filmmakers, Schein’s reevaluation of The Girls and regrets about the quality committee’s decision confirmed a victimizing dramaturgy that fixed Zetterling to the moment in time she was considered too radical for: 1968.

In much the same way, the continuous repetition of the notion of Zetterling as ahead of her time and in constant need of rediscovery and rehabilitation by Swedish filmmakers and critics seems to have become a mantra that, in fact, does very little for the reassessment of Zetterling’s role in film history.33 Rather, it has become a counterproductive rhetorical figure that obscures the fact that a reevaluation and canonization of The Girls as a feminist masterpiece took place very shortly after its premiere, through its inclusion in women’s film festivals in New York and Paris, but also in the national context of community house cinemas where the film formed part of a campaign aimed to stimulate discussions about gender equality, as I discuss in Chapter 1.34 Remarkably—given the film’s rejection by the Film Institute’s quality jury in 1968—the broader goal of this campaign was to raise awareness of the notion of quality film. Moreover, while recurrently drawing attention to The Girls and the scandal of its reception, this mantra has not urged a rediscovery of Zetterling’s filmography after The Girls, such as her nonfiction work from the 1970s and 1980s. As I mention in this book’s introduction, until 2015, Zetterling’s filmography in the Swedish Film Institute’s database lacked information about these works. As Larsson argues, with only six theatrically released feature-length fiction films and the majority of her creative work undertaken in documentary, short fiction, and television in Great Britain, Canada, France, and elsewhere, Zetterling’s oeuvre has fallen between film historiographic categories and frameworks of national cinemas.35 While invested in challenging dominant canons, feminist film studies have nevertheless also tended to reproduce the privileging of feature-length fiction and the notion of the auteur.36 The oft-repeated story about The Girls accordingly assumes an idea about a misunderstood genius whose unique creative vision was too radical for her backward contemporaries. To a large degree, this narrative invokes the compensatory mode of “overevaluation” in feminist film studies that I discuss in regard to the case of Paradistorg (Summer Paradise, Gunnel Lindblom, 1977) in Chapter 3.37

The popular emphasis on forgotten achievements and overseen subversiveness in feminist film studies is problematic not least because it posits the woman director as an independent and oppositional creative agent—heroically struggling against the stream—while disregarding the specific historical terms, conditions, and interactions on which filmmaking depends.38 The lasting attractiveness of this rhetoric is evoked, for instance, in Larsson’s characterization of Zetterling as a relentless and obsessive artist persisting against all odds, as suggested by the title of her monograph about Zetterling: A Cinema of Obsession. While the book offers crucial contextualization and problematizes the popular contention that Zetterling’s work has been neglected in film history, it also leans on an auteurist estimation of the director’s personality and opinions. Interrogating the categorization of Zetterling as a feminist filmmaker, Larsson stresses that Zetterling does not fit a “cookie-cutter idea of feminism”:39 she gave ambivalent public responses in regard to questions about being a woman filmmaker and making women’s films; her films did not adhere to the leftist ideals of the time and conveyed conservative views on sexuality; and, she acted like a male chauvinist in an episode of the BBC series One Pair of Eyes in 1979, according to Larsson.40 However, to determine whether a feminist approach to her films and persona is relevant on these grounds seems precarious. What I propose in contrast to seeking an answer to whether Zetterling was a feminist or not—and whether a feminist labeling of her work is appropriate based on this—is an approach that takes into consideration the ways in which women’s filmmaking have been enabled, restricted, and shaped by a range of structures and contexts—not least by “the impact of feminism on film and media culture,” as Kathleen McHugh puts it.41 A main claim in this chapter is that, independent of Zetterling’s fluctuating and inconsistent personal views and behaviors, her feminist persona was not at odds with but an asset in several transnational and commercial production contexts. In her commissioned nonfiction shorts made in the 1970s and 1980s, it was set in motion as a crucial component, as I draw out next.



Commissioned Opportunities to Examine Masculinity

In 1972, Zetterling was the only woman of eight international directors, including Miloš Forman, Claude Lelouch, and John Schlesinger, to document the Olympic Games in Munich, resulting in the collection Visions of Eight. Her invitation to this prestigious project affirmed her international auteur status at a time when she was not able to make films in Sweden. Her segment “The Strongest” looks at male weightlifters, capturing the silent, low-key emotional drama of preparation and practice as well as the actual competition. Zetterling’s portrayal of the weightlifters is not celebratory but rather a gentle backstage observation of vulnerability, softness, and intimacy between men. The men are recurrently framed either in large wide shots, often filmed from a high angle, making the weightlifters appear as tiny players in the imposing and often desolate gym and arena environments, or in medium shots and close-ups focusing on body parts, such as muscular torsos and half-naked buttocks. The film could be characterized as exploring through cinematography a critical “female gaze” deconstructing the hard surface of heroic masculinity.42 As Larsson shows, Zetterling’s films in the 1960s, not least The Girls, saw masculinity through a critical lens, emphasizing coldness, power, and violence.43 In “The Strongest,” by contrast, the lens is tender, almost eroticizing. Whereas feminist filmmaking, art, and criticism at the time were largely devoted to exposing and criticizing the superficial and submissive role of womanhood in cultural representations, Zetterling here directed the gaze onto men and masculinity instead. According to her autobiography, she consciously turned down what she found to be the commissioners’ too-obvious suggestion to focus on the women in the games.44

In contrast to Visions of Eight, Zetterling was not the only woman invited to portray her hometown in the TV series Cities. Outspoken feminists such as Germaine Greer participated, as did Melina Mercouri, who had also been present at the UNESCO symposium in 1975. In Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm, the sarcastic observations regard not only Swedishness but also patriarchy and marriage. In the role of Queen Christina, decked out in a cape and feathered hat, Zetterling writes on the wall of an exhibition at the cultural institution Kulturhuset (House of Culture) in central Stockholm: “Marriage is warfare.” Through her parody of August Strindberg, an author famous not least for his misogynist portrayals of women and complicated heterosexual love affairs, the film represents masculinity in a critical spirit, much less tender than in “The Strongest.” Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm hence recalls and draws from themes characteristic of Zetterling’s previous films, such as the bourgeois institution of marriage, masculinity, and Swedish society, which are all portrayed in a critical manner in Zetterling’s early documentaries and feature-length fiction films alike.45 Larsson highlights Zetterling’s recurrent representation of a hypermodern bomb shelter, reused in Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm, as a symbol of the Swedish population’s deep inner fear and preparedness for warfare despite being a neutral country.46

At the same time, by impersonating Strindberg herself in Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm, the director introduced a new strategy for criticizing and mocking masculinity. The drag parody amplifies and mercilessly ridicules the constructed and fragile nature of the male artist genius, its misogynist and romanticized outsidership and neuroticism. The on-camera inclusion of the act of dressing up as the male author emphasizes this constructivist critique of gender. Insistently addressing and looking into the camera, Zetterling theatrically puts on a wig and moustache, while answering off-screen questions about Strindberg’s hatred of women. Taking self-portraits and operating a slide show, she goes on to quote Strindberg’s derogatory view of actresses as untalented, moan about the many fears and demons that haunt him, and present his paintings with titles such as “Shit yellow sky” and “Shit green landscape” (Figure 4.1). In this short, in sum, Zetterling not only reinforced her critique of Sweden but reaffirmed her feminist persona by fiercely attacking one of the foremost male national heroes in the Swedish literary canon—a move in line with feminist cultural criticism of the time.47 Importantly, instead of calling out, deconstructing, or seeking to remedy stereotypical images of women in cultural canon—like works by, for example, Gunvor Nelson and Maj Wechselmann did—Zetterling directed attention to the performativity of masculinity, an examination that would continue also in her next project.


[image: A person stands in front of a red wall, operating a slide projector with a painting of a historical figure in armor hanging beside them. The setting contributes to a critique of traditional masculinity and artistic genius.]

Figure 4.1  Mai Zetterling as August Strindberg in Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm (1978). Frame grab, Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm directed by Mai Zetterling © John McGreevy Productions 1978. With kind permission from Jennifer Puncher.



Shortly after the production of Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm, Zetterling traveled to Greenland to make a documentary short about traditional indigenous seal hunting practices, Of Seals and Men (1979), a film that was commissioned by Denmark’s Royal Greenland Trade Department. Larsson and Anna Westerstahl Stenport discuss how colonial and feminist film contexts intersect in the documentary.48 By focusing on the merits of the traditional seal hunt, in contrast to the then ongoing international debate and global opposition to seal-skin trade—a campaign that drew largely on Brigitte Bardot as front figure—the documentary promotes Danish trade interests. At the same time, the ethnographic documentary format allows Zetterling, whose presence behind the camera is stressed through her voice-over, an opportunity to portray the indigenous male hunters with an objectifying, eroticizing “female gaze.” Larsson and Westerstahl Stenport contend that the men “become archetypal male figures, like motorcycle riders or gunfighters—Marlon Brando, James Dean, Clint Eastwood—objectified in a way that is at odds with their active work as hunters.”49 Yet, this objectification also problematically draws from and reinscribes a conventional visualization of the colonial Other.

What is striking about all three shorts is how they develop a feminist aesthetic invested in dethroning masculinity through techniques of drag performance and a resolute gaze that complicate gendered looking relations and male agency by making the observed men “appear” more than “act.”50 Unlike Zetterling’s fiction films in the 1960s, these nonfiction shorts not only criticize but also eroticize masculinity.51 To employ these strategies at this time was if not to be ahead of her time, then at least highly original since they were not standard elements in the contemporaneous canon of feminist filmmaking preoccupied with portraying women realistically or destroying the visual pleasure of the medium. As I explore in Chapter 3, women’s filmmaking in Sweden in these years was predominantly marked by realist approaches invested in themes related to the notion of women’s culture, such as women’s history, reproductive labor, environmentalism, and pacifism. Importantly, moreover, Zetterling’s explorations of these strategies were enabled by, not in conflict with, the commissioning institutions. The fact that a film made under such politically problematic conditions as Of Seals and Men implied an opportunity to reaffirm her feminist persona is an important reminder that feminist filmmaking, rather than automatically challenging intersecting power structures, may instead draw on and reinforce colonial and commercial interests. By strategically commissioning Zetterling, Denmark’s Royal Greenland Trade Department aimed for political credibility and cultural capital, Larsson and Westerstahl Stenport note.52 It is probable that a similar motive prompted the construction corporation SKANSKA to choose Zetterling as director of a promotional short in 1986.



The Feminist Ethnographer as National Trademark

In Of Seals and Men, Zetterling’s feminist auteur persona intertwines with her role as ethnographer, a role established in her four documentaries for the BBC in the early 1960s. In these shorts, Zetterling sets out to explore four different groups of people: Sámi, Roma, Swedish, and Icelandic populations.53 Traveling to the north of Sweden, the south of France, Stockholm, and Iceland in order to film these groups, the shorts present Zetterling’s voice-over, as well as on-camera reflections about what she sees. According to her autobiography, the BBC demanded that she herself appear in front of the camera in the films.54 Yet, if the idea was to draw on Zetterling’s star persona, this also placed her in the authoritative position of explorer and interpreter of these cultures. In these films, the role of ethnographic documenter affords Zetterling the Eurocentric and male-coded privileges of an authoritative voice and gaze, as well as the agency and mobility of an adventurer in the world. In her autobiography, she accordingly comments on how these early films allowed her to not only explore the film medium but also the world. These qualities are reactivated and implicated in the mobilization of her persona in the nonfiction shorts in the 1970s and 1980s, which all draw on her status as authoritative critical observer of the phenomena she examines: the Olympics, Stockholm, seal hunt, and, not least, masculinity. Paradoxically, thus, the nonfiction format reinstated and amplified Zetterling’s feminist auteur status and afforded her privileges of authority and mobility at a time when her agency in, and access to, the field of fiction film production in Sweden was heavily restricted. In the shorts, Zetterling’s outsidership is rather reinscribed as an asset. Invoking the notion of herself as detached outsider and “rare bird,” Zetterling observes her subjects literally from above by recurrently choosing a high camera angle, “a bird’s-eye view,” in significant contrast to the many low-angle shots in her fiction films.55 In “The Strongest,” a weightlifter practices lifting positions in a car park while the high-angle camera slowly zooms out until the weightlifter is seen only as a small dot in the middle of concrete surroundings. Of Seals and Men includes the arrival to Greenland, filming the vast landscape from a helicopter, and Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm includes high-angle shots over the city from the air and from the outdoor lift Katarinahissen, as well as from Zetterling’s subjective point of view in the crane above Kungsträdgården park.

This signature perspective and other characteristics of the three films are recycled again in Zetterling’s perhaps most bizarre venture into commissioned nonfiction filmmaking, “Concrete Granny” from 1986. The film is a grandiose infomercial made for the corporation SKANSKA, promoting the industry’s construction projects all over the world. Zetterling herself plays the role of “concrete granny,” coaching her grandson as he applies for an engineer job at SKANSKA. The grandson is played by Philip Zandén who also formed part of the cast of Amorosa, Zetterling’s first Swedish theatrical feature-length fiction after The Girls, premiering the same year. In a dream sequence taking place while the grandson has his interview, concrete granny travels around the globe, demonstrating, among other sites, a water reservoir in New York City, a school in Algeria, an airport in Greenland, a power plant in Indonesia, and a bridge and a ski resort in Sweden. In addition to observing these sites through high-angle, glossy shots from helicopters, cranes, and rooftops, “Concrete Granny” also reuses Zetterling’s authoritative voice-over and playful impersonations—including male characters and, more problematically, a veiled woman in Algeria. However, while Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm turns the ethnographic gaze onto Swedishness, masculinity, and marriage, ironizing over the nation’s self-aggrandizing notions of progress and modernity, “Concrete Granny” promotes the idea of Sweden’s industrial superiority. The mobilization of Zetterling’s authoritative ethnographer as well as feminist persona here contributes to selling the idea of Swedish progressiveness and innovation.

Zetterling’s impersonation of concrete granny invokes notions of the modern Western emancipated woman through an emphasis on independence, agency, and mobility, for instance by adventurous shots of Zetterling, dressed in a vintage pilot hat, driving various vehicles, such as a 1950s-style convertible car, a motorboat, and a helicopter. The concrete granny moves freely in the world, among different cultures and in and out of costumes, both male and female. Just like the presented construction projects, this modern character functions as a trademark of Swedish excellence. The film thus interweaves celebratory notions of Sweden as a country in the forefront of both the construction industry and women’s liberation. Both are represented as attractive export products contributing to the development and modernization of the rest of the world. However, it should be added, there is a disjunction between the elements of the film that potentially undermines its message. The voice-over is delivered in the same ironic tone as in Mai Zetterling’s Stockholm, and the almost hysterically exaggerated emphasis on SKANSKA’s superiority opens up the possibility to read the film as mocking the company’s grandiosity rather than as a sincere promotion.

The infomercial “Concrete Granny,” in conclusion, epitomizes the paradoxical conditions under which Zetterling made her nonfiction films in the 1970s and 1980s. While the filmmaker was unable to get funding for feature-length fiction in Swedish art film culture after the scandal with The Girls, outside of this sphere, Zetterling’s feminist persona was not considered too radical but embraced, bringing cultural capital and credibility not only to independent television productions such as Cities but also to SKANSKA, Denmark’s Royal Greenland Trade Department, and the Olympic Committee. Zetterling’s involvement in these unconventional production contexts crucially enabled the exploration of unique aesthetic strategies that in humorous ways scrutinized and eroticized masculinity. Rather than one woman’s isolated struggles against male-dominated film culture, this chapter has highlighted how Zetterling’s career and oeuvre—thanks to the high currency of her status as fierce Swedish woman filmmaker—were advanced and shaped by a variety of transnational production contexts imbued with various political and commercial interests. Importantly, though, shifting focus away from heroic accounts of a misunderstood genius outsider ahead of her time does not imply depriving Zetterling of the reevaluation and celebration she has earned since the 1970s. It is to acknowledge her legacy and crucial contributions to feminist film history and aesthetics beyond dominant film industries and histories.






5 Film “Pioneers” in the “Third World”?1

On the website Nordic Women in Film, a resource bank about women in Nordic film history, Swedish filmmaker Mona Sjöström offers a reflection about her documentary filmmaking practice in the so-called “Third World” in the 1970s and 1980s: 


In Ecuador, I met women who could talk about their situation. It was easier then, some forty years ago, to account for injustices in other countries, rather than here at home, to take a detour and describe women’s situation abroad—but in that way one could still draw parallels and reach insights about inequality and sexual oppression also here, in Sweden.2



Together with Ulf Hultberg, Sjöström portrayed women and children in Ecuador, Nigeria, and Vietnam, in films such as Kvinna mitt på jorden (“Woman in the Middle of the World,” 1976), Mitt på jorden, mitt under solen (“In the Middle of the World, Under the Sun,” 1976), Det faller ett träd (“A Tree Is Falling,” 1978), and Vi ska mötas igen (“We Will Meet Again,” 1983). These titles form part of a substantial but overlooked category of documentaries, dealing with women’s situation in other parts of the world, made by Swedish women throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Swedish Television provided an important context for many of these documentaries, but crucial funding was also available through SIDA, the Swedish International Development Authority. The grants and production support that SIDA distributed to filmmakers formed part of their information work aimed at raising the Swedish population’s awareness of the “Third World” and Swedish development assistance.3 This unusual production context came to provide crucial opportunities for women filmmakers, who were granted support from SIDA at a considerably higher rate than from other funding agencies at the time.

This chapter, the second of this book’s three case studies pinpointing the paradoxical operations of Swedish exceptionalism in the context of feminist film culture, explores this obscure category of documentaries by Swedish women in the 1970s and 1980s. Based on archival sources from women’s film organizations and SIDA’s Information Bureau, including protocols, correspondence, applications, and evaluations, I discuss a small sample of films made by, in addition to Sjöström, Leyla Assaf-Tengroth, Marianne Johansson, Inez Svensson, and Lena Maria Nilsson. Attending to their oftentimes problematic representation of women in countries such as Pakistan, Zimbabwe, Tunisia, and Guinea-Bissau, I draw attention to these documentaries’ projection of an imaginary evoking Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s pivotal critique of Western feminist colonial discourse.4 Sjöström’s reflections in the above quotation evoke the core complexities that this chapter seeks to untangle. Her account constructs a narrative in which the representation of women’s oppression in the “Third World” could stand in for, and open up an otherwise restricted conversation about, women’s oppression in Sweden. Considering the meanings and workings of this narrative in the specific context of feminist film culture, I argue that these films added to an exceptionalist imaginary of “good Sweden” in contradictory ways.5 Unraveling and contextualizing the intricate gender and racial politics of this small film culture, this chapter aims to shed light on the interplay between the feminist film movement and Swedish solidarity politics at a time when opportunities for women filmmakers were scarce. Moreover, connecting back to this book’s methodological concerns, I use this layered case to further call into question “the pioneer paradigm” in feminist film historiography.6


SIDA’s Film Support in the 1970s and 1980s

SIDA began distributing grants to photographers and filmmakers as early as 1970, but also instigated a specific film production support in 1979. Both were made available through their Information Bureau’s allocated budget for information about “developing countries” and Swedish development assistance. The bureau was responsible for SIDA’s mission to raise awareness about development issues in order to deepen public engagement for international solidarity politics.7 The bureau’s aim was thus presented as twofold: to spread knowledge about the situation in developing countries and their ongoing economic and social development, and to provide information about SIDA’s work and international development collaboration.8 Information about development assistance and “problems in underdeveloped countries and areas” formed an integral part of SIDA’s work since its formation in 1965.9 This commitment, however, was intensified in 1968 when the so-called one percent plan, aiming for development aid to make up one percent of the Swedish BNP by the budget year 1974/5, was launched.10 In order to strengthen public interest in development issues, the one percent plan was accompanied by a so-called four-year plan for information.11 The plan highlighted the film medium as particularly useful and, in addition to launching filmmaker grants distributed in consultation with the organization Föreningen filmregissörer (Association of Film Directors), SIDA compiled a catalog with films offered for rent, in collaboration with the co-op FilmCentrum.12 By 1977, about ten films had been made with the aid of the filmmaker grants, according to a report.13 In 1979, SIDA introduced a specific film production support and appointed a jury to distribute a yearly budget of approximately 325,000 SEK, roughly equivalent to 136,000 Euros in 2024. According to a report, the first five years of support resulted in the remarkable number of thirty-five film projects between 1979 and 1983.14 In 1988, the support was redesigned, and fewer film projects would instead receive support with larger sums.15

The Information Bureau’s increased budget also resulted in publications, exhibitions, courses, study trips, and support to various organizations. Rather than producing and spreading information directly from SIDA, a key strategy was to delegate the dissemination of information to other agents and to stimulate discussion and studies related to development issues within popular movements, such as adult educational associations and employee organizations.16 Critically assessing this strategy, Lars Diurlin argues that the goal was to legitimize the already instigated one percent plan and steer public attitudes in favor of SIDA’s politics, yet by disguising the state agency as sender of this message.17 Discussing the support to film projects from the same critical angle, Diurlin calls the audiovisual outcome “a grey zone between information and propaganda,” where SIDA’s agenda was filtered through cultural production.18 However, as the evaluation of the first five years of film support stressed, in contrast to films produced or directly commissioned by SIDA, the outspoken idea was that filmmakers would not be restricted to SIDA’s specific politics.19 According to Carl Henrik Svenstedt, who oversaw the evaluation, the filmmakers were often “ahead of” the politics.20 In this perspective, to suggest a direct link between the Social Democratic Swedish development assistance policy and the “anti-colonial, anti-imperialist and socialist tendencies” of the films is an oversimplification.21 Rather, the films should be considered in the broader context of transnational leftist documentary and solidarity film cultures.22

In Sweden, leftist film culture was deeply engaged in protesting the Vietnam War and supporting liberation movements on the African continent. Collaborating with international film movements, FilmCentrum was a crucial distributor of films documenting these struggles, made by filmmakers all over the world.23 As Malin Wahlberg’s research on solidarity programming in the 1960s and 1970s shows, Swedish Television was also a significant platform for the production and circulation of solidarity films, made by Swedish filmmakers such as Ingela Romare and Lennart Malmer, Gudrun Schyman and Lars Westman, and Ingrid Dahlberg and Roland Hjelte. The films that SIDA supported in the 1970s and 1980s can be regarded as a continuation of the solidarity film movement, and several notable solidarity filmmakers such as Westman, Malmer, and Lars Lambert are found among the applicants and recipients.

According to Svenstedt, the general interest in the “Third World” among film and television producers had ceased by the end of the 1970s.24 Swedish Television leaned more toward entertainment and sports programming, and productions were increasingly made in-house rather than by freelancers. Despite the modest budget, SIDA’s support provided new opportunities, Svenstedt concluded in the evaluation. This turned out to be the case, not least for women filmmakers. According to the evaluation, 184 applications were submitted during the first five years. Out of the thirty-five supported projects, twenty-one were directed or codirected by women. Ten films were directed by women only and fourteen by men only.25 There was no explicitly mentioned aim for gender-equal distribution, but notably, the administrator in charge of the production support, Maria Cederqvist, a filmmaker herself, as well as one of the jury members, solidarity filmmaker Ingela Romare, were both active in Swedish Women’s Film Association, and it is not unlikely that this had an impact on the high rate of women recipients of the support. Importantly, though, over the years, the jury was consistently made up of more men than women. Statistics on subject matters in applications and supported projects during the first five years, moreover, reveal that the subject “women,” which referred to any project that explicitly stated that it addressed the situation of women, was the far most supported subject.26 Among these projects, which were predominantly made by women, typical titles include “Women’s Conditions in Tanzania,” “Women After the Revolution,” “A Girl from Cape Verde,” and “Women’s Cooperative in Guatemala.” Aims were described as, for example, “to make a film about women’s situation in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon,” “to make a film about women’s lives in Pakistan,” and “to raise awareness about the Arabic woman’s role in history and her tragic destiny.” Records also indicate that the support had an international reputation, and applications were submitted from all over the world. Renowned international women filmmakers such as Heiny Srour and Helena Solberg-Ladd, for instance, received support.27

Many of the SIDA-supported films were screened at events related to feminist film culture. Distributed by FilmCentrum, “Woman in the Middle of the World” was, for instance, screened at one of the first meetings held by Swedish Women’s Film Association.28 Projects supported by the Danish equivalent to SIDA, Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA), such as Simplemente Jenny (Helena Solberg-Ladd, 1977) and Allah være lovet, det blev en dreng! (The Women in Mangaland in Niger, Nele Rue and Mette Bovin, 1979) were included in screenings organized by the association the Women’s Cinema.29 The festival Kvinnor i nordisk film (Women in Nordic Film), organized by Swedish Women’s Film Association in 1986, included the SIDA-supported film Apartheid (Ann Percy and Gun Eliasson, 1986), as well as two films by Leyla Assaf-Tengroth.30 Previous films by Srour and Solberg-Ladd, such as Saat el Fahrir dakkat, Barra ya isti Mar (The Hour of Liberation Has Arrived, Srour, 1974) and The Double Day (Solberg-Ladd, 1975), were screened at the International Women’s Film Festival in Copenhagen in 1976, a major event in the emerging feminist film movement in the Nordic context. Together with Sjöström and Hultberg’s “Woman in the Middle of the World,” among other films, they were included in a category named “den 3. verden er også vores” (third World, our World).31 A still from “Woman in the Middle of the World,” showcasing one of the poverty-stricken women portrayed in the film, was promoted on the cover of the festival catalog, testifying to the high currency of these kinds of images at the time (Figure 5.1).


[image: A person in a wide-brimmed hat and textured garment cradles a baby, standing on a dirt road. The image is used as a catalog cover for the International Women’s Film Festival, Copenhagen 1976, highlighting themes of poverty and maternal care.]

Figure 5.1  Catalog cover, International Women’s Film Festival, Copenhagen 1976. Film still from Kvinna mitt på Jorden directed by Ulf Hultberg and Mona Sjöström © Ulf Hultberg Film AB 1976.





Personal Interactions and Impressions

The supported documentaries display many formal similarities. Shot on 16 mm film, and gradually also on video, using both handheld camera and tripod, they interweave interviews with documentary subjects with footage following their daily routines, for instance, with their household work. The quality reflects the restricted circumstances of their production, including limited budgets and technical difficulties such as lack of light or film stock, small film crews, and unexpected and risky situations occurring in the turbulent areas where they were shot. The most pronounced similarity is the subjective narration and use of voice-over in which the filmmakers share their personal reflections and accounts of the filmed events. This approach fitted with SIDA’s audiovisual strategy. In contrast to supposedly neutral and anonymous journalist reporting on alarming problems and famine, SIDA stressed the film medium’s capacity to evoke compassion through more personal and humanistic approaches.32 Rather than emanating from SIDA’s information plan, however, this documentary mode should be understood in the context of broader transnational trends at this time, such as the popularity of what Bill Nichols has termed “the participatory mode.”33 Emerging in the historical context of increased access to portable film and sound equipment in a period marked by decolonization, protest movements, and activist film cultures, the participatory mode, according to Nichols, implied that the filmmakers’ presence and role in the production became visible and audible in the film. The SIDA-supported films largely evoke Nichols’ contention that participatory documentary does not attempt to appear as objective or neutral but draws on the filmmakers’ interactions with the documentary subjects and engagement in the filmed events, giving viewers “a sense of what it is like for the filmmaker to be in a given situation and how that situation alters as a result.”34

The interactive aspect is pronounced, for instance, in “In the Middle of the World, Under the Sun,” where the female voice-over narrator accounts for how the filmmakers offer to help drive the mother in the portrayed family to the hospital when she falls ill. Some films, such as Vatten, välfärd, kvinnoförtryck (“Water, Welfare, Women’s Oppression,” 1980) by Assaf-Tengroth, draw attention to the encounter between filmmaker and documentary subjects by including on-camera footage of the filmmakers. The angle of the interviews and the inclusion of the filmmakers’ asked questions also signal the filmmakers’ subjective involvement and agendas. Most consistently, the filmmakers’ participation is stressed in voice-over narration, accounting for personal reflections, interpretations of problems and their possible solutions, and sometimes also for ideological standpoints. “Woman in the Middle of the World” offers a striking example as the narrator recurrently critiques American imperialism and impoverishment and suggests that “the social revolution that by necessity will come” in Ecuador will liberate not just men but also women “just like China and Vietnam have shown.” The reflections offered in this film, as well as in “Water, Welfare, Women’s Oppression,” Purdah (1983) by Inez Svensson and Lena Maria Nilsson, and Kvinna på väg (“Woman on Her Way,” 1986) by Marianne Johansson, are all characterized by their focus on women’s subordination. In addition to being in line with contemporaneous politically engaged participatory documentary, these films also fit in discursively with the contemporaneous context of Western feminist and solidarity politics. To a large extent, they evoke the discursive colonialism in social anthropology scholarship about women in the “Third World” that Mohanty scrutinized in the pivotal essay “Under Western Eyes,” first published in 1984, close in time to this small Swedish film production culture.35



Under Western Cameras: “Speaking About” the “Third World Woman”

The participatory mode in the SIDA-supported, women-directed documentaries largely contributes to the framing of the filmed women as foreign objects of inquiry in need of exposure and explanation. The films’ basic quest to explore the situation in so-called remote areas evokes Eurocentric assumptions characteristic of the drive to map foreign territories, cultures, and races in ethnographic film history.36 In her critical assessment of the instrumental role of photographic technology in Western constructions of race, Fatimah Tobing Rony shows how Nanook of the North (Robert Flaherty, 1922), among other ethnographic films intent on revealing the cultural habits of “ethnic Others,” complies with the colonial project of producing visible proof of racial difference in order to substantiate white European superiority.37 Tapping into this long tradition, Purdah by Inez Svensson and Lena Maria Nilsson portrays two different women’s lives in Pakistan, “a far-away country,” as the narrator declares. In the evaluation of the production support, Svensson reflected on how they, as women filmmakers, had the advantage of gaining access to filming the women’s private rooms and uncovering their unseen, hidden worlds. Disappointingly to the filmmakers, however, the lack of light inside the houses prevented them from capturing the unique revelatory footage they aimed for. Another challenge they faced was the documentary subjects’ reluctance to perform their daily tasks in front of the camera. According to Svensson, the women giggled and joked about becoming movie stars and did not understand why filming their mundane tasks would be of interest to anyone else.38

In line with Mohanty’s argument that Western feminist accounts of the “Third World” prioritize a preconstituted set of issues related to women’s struggles and employ decontextualized notions of liberation that disregard specificities and variations in different areas, the filmmakers’ projections of their own worldviews and agendas onto the filmed subjects are apparent in several films. For instance, in “Woman in the Middle of the World,” the narrator worries about the lack of birth control and claims that for one of the interviewed women “orgasm is an unknown concept.” The tone of the interviews and the ways in which they are summarized in voice-over sometimes appear invasive as questions largely revolve around sex, abuse, and marital division of labor. In documentary filmmaker and scholar Trinh T. Minh-ha’s terms, the film exercises mastery by “speaking about” and assigning meaning to the documentary subjects.39

According to Mohanty, the insistent focus on the “Third World woman’s” oppression and passive victimhood produces a specific form of “Third World Difference.” In Western feminism, she shows, the “Third World woman” is recurrently represented as a victim of male violence, of the colonial system, of the economic development process, and of the economic basis of the Islamic code.40 These same issues are repeated in several of the SIDA-supported films. For instance, in “Water, Welfare, Women’s Oppression,” Assaf-Tengroth investigates “the effects of development assistance in a male dominated society.” She interviews women and men in Tunisia about how their lives are changing with the introduction of modern agriculture, watering systems, and economic changes. One scene focuses on how the man in the family by tradition gets to eat first and pick out the best pieces for himself. The narrator describes how men are in control of money even if women work harder. At the end, the narrator concludes that the development in the country has not promoted “the woman,” that her self-esteem has been lost, and that she lives on “the man’s conditions.” Like in Purdah, the narrator also comments on how women are absent from the public and how the few who can be seen wear a veil.

Several films locate the root of women’s subordination in tradition. For instance, the narrators in both “Woman in the Middle of the World” and Purdah explicitly declare that tradition holds women back and ties them to disadvantage. Conceptualizing tradition as something that must be overcome, the films construct an imaginary timeline from subordination to liberation, locating the portrayed women in the films at various stages of this trajectory. The narrator in Purdah comments on how women in Pakistan have begun fighting for freedom and “the right to show their face.” They have entered working life and, for the first time in their family histories, send their daughters to school. Invoking such trajectory in the title, “Woman on Her Way” by Marianne Johansson focuses on a woman engineer in Harare and includes interviews with her family about their thoughts on her unusual career. This assumed linear progression evokes the ethnographic film tradition’s evolutionary notion of a natural development from “primitive” cultures toward white European civilization. In this tradition, as Rony shows, racialized subjects come to represent previous stages in the evolution of mankind, which—despite representing desirable authentic and harmonious forms of human life—by biological necessity, will become extinct.41 Such romanticizing but predestined approaches are articulated in the two films by Assaf-Tengroth and Ragnar Hedlund that were included in the festival Women in Nordic Film in 1986: Amelia Maleny (1983) and “Our God Is a Woman” (1984).42 Amelia Maleny was broadcast on Swedish Television in 1983, in the context of a feminist studio program named Käringsnack (“Hag Talk”), where the film received the subtitle “A Meeting with an African Market Woman.” “Our God Is a Woman” was broadcast in 1984. Both films are introduced in voice-over narration as explorations of ancient cultures. The voice-over in Amelia Maleny asks:


How does an African woman in her thirties live? As a European woman I had often asked myself this question when I went to the market to buy food. Sure, African market women is a concept as old as the African society. Women with their baskets of vegetables have been part of an ancient system of food trade in this part of the world.



Not only is the woman described with the generalizing and geographically imprecise notion of “an African Market Woman” in the subtitle, but the voice-over narration also makes her a representative of the homogeneous “concept” of “African market women.” Similarly, the narrator in “Our God Is a Woman” ponders:


A village like any other in west Africa. But we found our way there for a reason. We had heard of a society where women were in charge. They said women held the power. They said women independently selected the men they wished to marry. One believes that the 200,000 inhabitants on the Islands constitute a remnant from a people once forced away from the mainland. What we met here was perhaps remains of an ancient culture in Africa when women had a completely different position in society.



Many of the films, moreover, explicitly emphasize differences between the filmmakers and the portrayed women, such as in the case of Amelia Maleny’s narrator’s self-positioning as “a European woman.” In a similar manner, the narrator in Purdah reflects over how “the first thing one notes from a Western perspective is the absence of women” in public space. Mohanty notes how the construction of the “Third World woman” as victim and representative of backward life forms implies a simultaneous self-representation of Western women as “educated, modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities, and the freedom to make their own decisions.”43

In the material making up this case study, testifying to the ongoing complicated construction and working through of these two figures, the “Third World woman” and the “Western woman” are not only contrasted but also conflated. As Sjöström’s account referenced in this chapter’s introduction suggests, representations of the “Third World woman” could be understood as concerning women’s situation in Sweden. Sjöström proposes that by making films about poor women in Ecuador, one could “draw parallels and reach insights about inequality and sexual oppression” in Sweden. This universalizing logic is played out also in the studio discussion about Amelia Maleny in the show “Hag Talk.” The two hosts comment on how the film offers “a wonderful example of women’s community and collaboration” and ask: “Did we ever have that here?” Addressing the question of whether Amelia’s life really is that different, the ensuing discussion with the two invited social anthropologists, Gunilla Bjerén and Prudence Woodford-Berger, emphasizes similarities not only between different African cultures but also with women’s situation in Sweden. They discuss how, in their research, they have found that in five different studied cultures, women do the same things. In all cases, women’s lives are shaped by activities such as transporting oneself back and forth to work, whether to the fields in Ghana or to wage labor in Sweden, managing childcare, and carrying groceries.



“White Solidarity,” Gender Equality, and Exceptionalism

The Western feminist universalism mobilized in the case of the SIDA-supported documentaries should be understood in the specific national context of Swedish international policy in the welfare era. In their critical assessment of hegemonic whiteness in Swedish modern history, Catrin Lundström and Tobias Hübinette term the period between the mid-1960s and the turn of the millennium the phase of “white solidarity.”44 Characterized by the fostering of a new national identity defined by moral superiority, this phase, they argue, formed part of a longer history of nation-building around whiteness in Sweden. Understanding “white solidarity” as an essential continuation of hegemonic whiteness in the previous phase of “white purity,” they analyze how a paradigm of racial superiority, race hygiene, and eugenics was swiftly replaced with notions of Sweden as the most antiracist and equal country in the world. This shift reinvented whiteness as a structuring principle in Sweden and resulted in an updated sense of hubris projecting an image of “good Sweden” as the moral conscience of the world.45

Notions of “good Sweden” and white saviors are recurrently evoked in the SIDA-supported documentaries. For instance, the narrator in “Woman in the Middle of the World” declares that the documentary subjects in Ecuador receive the film team as friends, not “gringos.” “Our God Is a Woman” opens with a translated quote saying that before, the people on the islands did not like white people who came there to take over, but now “better white people” called aid workers have arrived. However, the account also evokes the power imbalance and colonialist underpinnings of this new relationship, not least with white people with film cameras: “Whites take pictures of us to show their own people, we must behave properly so that they get a good impression of us.” Leaning toward a paternalistic tone, the voice-over narration in several of the supported documentaries can be read as contributing to the project of Swedish nation-building around a continued sense of superiority and grandiosity.

What the films moreover shed light on is the centrality of gender issues in Swedish solidarity politics. The predominant focus on women among the supported films is in line with SIDA’s vast publication of materials about women in “developing countries.”46 Lundström and Hübinette stress how the notion of gender equality played a crucial role in establishing the image of “good Sweden,” and as Sunniva Engh notes, gender issues crucially informed Swedish foreign policy, development aid, and international relations in the welfare era.47 Swedish development aid, according to Engh, functioned as a vehicle for exporting welfare ideals internationally, whereby the “Third World” was seen as an extension of domestic policies and came to function as an international mirror image and justification of the welfare system. Swedish principles related to gender roles, family politics, health, and reproduction, including legacies of population control, were transferred onto “developing countries” in ways that also allowed for state intervention and governmentality with regard to family planning, reproductive choices, and behaviors, for the sake of the greater good, according to Engh.48

Pursuing these arguments about the dissemination of Swedish welfare ideals as a means not only of playing a part in global politics during the Cold War era but also of justifying domestic politics, opens up for an understanding of the SIDA-supported films as contributing to a rationalization of gender equality politics in Sweden by presenting recognizable and allegedly universal images of women’s oppression. Sjöström’s reflections about taking a “detour” to other countries in order to address inequalities and sexual oppression in Sweden suggest as much. Importantly, in Sjöström’s experience, it was “easier” to talk about women’s situation in other parts of the world. As I discuss in previous chapters, and in stark contrast to the distinct investigative perspective in these documentaries, very few films from this period set out to systematically explore how women in Sweden suffered under patriarchal oppression. In the paradoxical vein of this exceptionalist logic, in sum, the self-aggrandizing investment in the notion of “good” and gender-equal Sweden—bolstered by contrasting images of the subordinated “Third World woman”—contributed to making inequalities in Sweden so unimaginable and elusive that the only way to address them was by suggesting a universalizing comparison with these very images.



Swedish Women Film Pioneers?

In the case of the SIDA-supported films, the contradictory logic of Swedish exceptionalism did not only play out on the discursive level but also concerned the material conditions in this small production context, where women gained crucial access to filmmaking opportunities. Only in this context, where women made films about gender inequality in the “Third World,” was film production support divided (more or less) equally between women and men in Swedish film. Even from a contemporary perspective, in the aftermath of campaigns such as “50/50 by 2020” and other initiatives aimed at improving the gender balance in the Swedish film industry, the SIDA support stands out as uniquely gender equal. Given the otherwise limited opportunities for women filmmakers in Sweden at this time, this support opened up a unique space for women’s creative agency. This agency, moreover, implied access not only to filmmaking but also to the world.

Sjöström’s ensuing account on the site Nordic Women in Film, following her initial reflections about portraying injustices in other countries, takes shape as a tale of wild adventures. She describes the great risks she took smuggling equipment and film stock in and out of Ecuador and Nigeria, how she outsmarted “gorilla-sized” customs officers and loudly sang Christian psalms to keep the team safe from mountain bandits.49 In a similar vein, Svenstedt’s evaluation of the SIDA support celebrated the persistence and heroism of the filmmakers who subjected themselves to great risks and made personal sacrifices in order to report from the “frontlines of hunger and war.”50 Constructing an image of the “Western woman” filmmaker as not just modern and liberated but also as daring adventurer and clever explorer conquering barriers and achieving unrestricted mobility in the world, Sjöström’s account brings into relief the colonial framework through which this figure acquired agency and autonomy in this historical context. As I discuss in Chapter 4, aside from the SIDA-supported documentaries, the image of the ethnographic woman filmmaker as brave discoverer was also invoked in films by Mai Zetterling, as well as by Marianne Ahrne.51

What Sjöström’s fearless account, moreover, brings to light is the proximity between the figure of the woman filmmaker-adventurer overcoming obstacles to her agency in the “Third World” and the historiographic figure of the woman “film pioneer” who heroically breaks new ground in film history, thanks to exceptional skills and perseverance. As J. E. Smyth points out, narratives of women’s presence, not least in early Hollywood, often naively appropriate mythical Western metaphors of “pioneers” and “frontiers” to construct a women’s filmmaking canon of directors that “carved ‘pioneering’ paths out of the wilderness.”52 Superimposing these two figures, in closing, highlights the urgent need for feminist film historiographic frameworks that go beyond “overevaluation” and reclamation of women filmmakers as subversive “forerunners” regardless of the many times problematic power relations and imaginaries that their agency and films have been implicated with.53 In this chapter, I have attempted to offer a contextualizing understanding that recognizes the complexity of this unique case of Swedish women’s film history without refraining from scrutinizing its problematic politics.





6 Lesbianism as Abortion Prevention?1

During a romantic archipelago trip with her lover Maria, the character Eva in the short educational fiction Eva och Maria (Eva and Maria, Mary Eisikovits, Marie Falksten, and Annalena Öhrström, 1983, shot in 1978) reads aloud a passage from Norwegian writer and activist Gerd Brantenberg’s influential book Opp alle jordens homofile (“Arise You Homosexuals of the World”):2 


Most lesbians have had a dominant father and a submissive mother . . . Moreover, most lesbians have had a very dominant mother and a pushover father . . . Most lesbians have had brothers only . . . But most lesbians have sisters only . . . Furthermore, most lesbians do not have siblings . . . Although, most lesbians are children of divorce . . . In contrast, daughters in normal families tend to become heterosexual.



Published in 1973, the book epitomized a new unapologetic attitude of lesbian activism that challenged gender roles, homophobia, capitalism, and the prevailing idea that homosexuality was an illness.3 The two women laugh at the book’s derision of dominant views. Juxtaposing a range of mutually exclusive psychological explanations of which family constellations cause homosexuality, the book undermined the very idea that homosexuality is a deviance in need of an explanation. Curiously, parts of the same passage are delivered in voice-over in the documentary amateur short Kvinnan i ditt liv är du (“The Woman in Your Life Is You”), directed collectively by members of the organization Lesbisk Front (Lesbian Front) in Stockholm in 1977. In a series of parodic tableaux, members of the organization reenact the unfortunate family constellations that supposedly turn daughters gay. Shot in the late 1970s, amid the so-called gay liberation era, the two films, like Brantenberg’s book, fiercely attacked homophobic prejudice and sought to offer positive counter-images.

Paradoxically, these unique lesbian films were both funded by Socialstyrelsen (the National Board of Health and Welfare), the same state agency that at the time classified homosexuality as a mental disorder in Sweden.4 Just a few years later, in 1979, the illness classification would be dropped as a result of activist actions, and in 1984, an official government report, Homosexuella och samhället (“Homosexuals and Society”), would put homosexuality on the official political agenda as a legitimate social and civil rights issue in Sweden, paving the way for cohabitation, antidiscrimination, and parental and marital rights during the following decades.5 Eva and Maria and “The Woman in Your Life Is You” anticipated these crucial shifts in the official medical, legal, and social discourse. Nevertheless, despite their striking production histories and status as the first cases of publicly funded films made by, with, and about open lesbians in Sweden, they were manifestly ignored at the time—including in the contexts of feminist film culture—and have, to a large degree remained unnoticed in Swedish film history since. Completed in 1977, “The Woman in Your Life Is You” was included in an exhibition at Kulturhuset (House of Culture) in Stockholm, according to a report from Lesbian Front.6 Still photos of the staged family constellations from Brantenberg’s book were also exhibited in this context as well as published in and on the front cover of the feminist organization Group 8’s magazine Kvinnobulletinen (Figure 6.1).7 Aside from this sparsely documented exhibition history, the film first and foremost circulated semi-publicly in lesbian contexts, such as at the Women’s House in Stockholm or private parties, according to Birgitta Olsson, one of the filmmakers.8 In contrast, Eva and Maria, completed in 1983, was available for rent to schools through the company Föreningsfilmo and had a small international circulation.9 It was broadcast on Danish Television, sold to Japan, and received an honorary prize at an event in Dublin in 1985.10 However, according to notes from a conversation with the distributor in 1987, the overall limited sale of the film depended on the subject’s “little importance.”11 At the same time, the company thought it was unnecessary to “stick one’s neck out” because of the film’s controversiality. In the same pejorative vein, Eva and Maria was rejected by Swedish and Norwegian public service television.12 Moreover, it was not included in public screenings or festivals curated by the women’s film associations—which is remarkable given that one of the directors, Marie Falksten, was engaged in the organization the Women’s Cinema, as well as a member of Swedish Women’s Film Association, just like the cinematographer Maria Brännström.

In this chapter, the third and last of this book’s case studies, I approach these intriguing production and exhibition histories as emblematic of the contradictory logic of Swedish exceptionalism during this era and as critical instances flashing a light on the Swedish cultural public’s heteronormativity. Beginning production in the same year but completed six years apart, the two films offer unique insights not only into the shifting official views and ways of handling the issue of lesbianism in these years but also into the complicated intersection of lesbian activism and heteronormative state feminism. Scrutinizing the two films’ unconventional funding processes, based on archival research and conversations with some of the filmmakers, the chapter sheds light on the rhetorical twists and strategic circumscriptions through which lesbian filmmaking was inserted into the National Board of Health and Welfare’s budget and—even more paradoxically—administered as an issue of birth control education. Despite their later marginalization Eva and Maria and “The Woman in Your Life Is You” were crucially enabled by gender reform work emerging from the women’s movement. Much like how the solidarity politics of the state agency SIDA indirectly came to stimulate women’s filmmaking, as I discuss in Chapter 5, the funding made available through the National Board of Health and Welfare for sexual education and abortion prevention purposes created unique opportunities for lesbian media activism.


[image: The cover of Kvinnobulletinen magazine features a vintage black and white photo of three individuals in period attire, encircled by a pink border with the magazine’s title and issue details. The text “Lesbianism & Ekonomi” is prominently displayed, linking the image to themes of gender and economic discussions within the context of Swedish feminist movements.]

Figure 6.1.  Cover of Kvinnobulletinen magazine, no. 3–4 (1981). Photo by Laila Strandberg of members of Lesbian Front Stockholm (1977).




From Medicalization to Victimization

Eva and Maria and “The Woman in Your Life Is You” were both in line with the contemporaneous category of transnational filmmaking that Richard Dyer has termed “affirmation films,” characterized by the aim to represent homosexuality as “a positive thing to be.”13 Affirmation films, Dyer contends, were informed by the practices of lesbian and gay organizing of the time, such as coming out, consciousness-raising, and the creation of positive images.14 Shot on a shaky Super-8 camera, “The Woman in Your Life Is You” shows women taking part in a photography workshop and self-defense sessions, attending a women’s summer camp, demonstrating in the streets, and executing direct action against sex-shops in Stockholm. The political analysis undergirding these activities is pedagogically explained in voice-over, stating, for instance, that self-defense strengthens women’s self-esteem, that women are allowed to be themselves at the summer camps, and that “pornography is capitalism’s opium for the male population.” Unlike “The Woman in Your Life Is You,” Eva and Maria was carefully scripted and shot on 16 mm film. The film tells the story of Eva and Maria, two young women who fall in love during their driver’s education course. The narrative focuses on the interaction between the women and with Maria’s parents. The couple face homophobic comments, but also acceptance and support from Maria’s mother. With its emphasis on the romantic couple, beautiful images of the natural landscape, and emphasis on the women’s self-confidence and happiness, the film evokes Dyer’s definition of affirmation films as essentially being about “exchanging negative feelings about homosexuality with positive.”15 While in tune with transnational gay and lesbian film culture at the time, the politics of both films also spoke to the complicated legacies of and ongoing shifts within Swedish policymaking and legislation regarding homosexuality.

The illness classification overseen by the National Board of Health and Welfare came into existence when homosexuality was decriminalized in Sweden in 1944, following lengthy investigations drawing from medical expertise.16 Understanding homosexuality as a medical condition rather than criminal acts, these investigations shaped a notion of homosexual identity as an inherent property in some people. According to Jens Rydström, explanations of homosexuality were influenced by the notion of “sexual inversion” and diagnosing involved evaluating bodily and behavioral signs of inversion.17 Challenging this dominant understanding, the organization RFSL (the National Organization for Sexual Equality), founded in 1950, instead advocated a notion of homosexuality as not essentially different from heterosexuality, but as a matter of degree on a continuous scale.18 According to Andréaz Wasniowski, the organization’s goals included “humanitarian, social, and legal equality,” which meant that homosexuals should have the same civil rights and obligations as heterosexuals.19 However, the organization did not have any significant impact on the public debate until it became more radical and visible in the 1970s. In August 1979, activists occupied the National Board of Health and Welfare’s office building in Stockholm, demanding that the illness classification be removed. The board had previously rejected these demands, but the newly appointed director general Barbro Westerholm declared that the classification would be dropped.20 Furthermore, initiated in 1978, the official government investigation that would be published in 1984 put the issue of homosexuality on the political agenda by proposing that “homosexuals are to be given equal status with other minority groups who through legislation are given particular protection against unfavorable legislation and discrimination.”21 The proposal was motivated by the statement that “the only certain difference between homosexuals and heterosexuals is that homosexuals are emotionally attracted to persons of the same sex” and therefore should “not be discriminated against.”22

Scrutinizing this and other official government reports regarding “deviant sexuality and gender,” Sara Edenheim contends that the main difference between early reports concerning the decriminalization of homosexuality and those from 1984 onward is the shift from regarding homosexuality as a deviance and illness in need of treatment to regarding homosexuals as victims of discrimination and prejudice.23 In the reports from 1984 onward, the position of the victim became the basis and prerequisite for proposing rights and legal reforms, Edenheim argues.24 Recognition and rights were from that point based on the idea that homosexuals should be seen as the same as heterosexuals. This, Edenheim notes, presumes the exclusion of same-sex desire and nonbinary gender.


An individual can . . . demand certain rights as a homosexual only if homosexuality is destitute of independent values or specific significations, i.e. only if homosexuality is victimized and ascribed a will to adopt to a heterosexualized lifestyle. As a consequence, a homosexual individual can only be recognized by the law if that individual simultaneously repudiates any abject desire different from heterosexual desire; in other words, the homosexual subject is perceived as an impossibility before the law.25



Moreover, Edenheim shows, the reports were based on male-centered definitions of body and sexuality and were marked by an inability to address and handle lesbianism and lesbian desire, which was either “inconsequentialized or excluded from the reports altogether.”26 Only in sections dealing with monogamous love relationships and parenthood would lesbianism become part of the discussion.27 Edenheim’s sharp remarks about the discursive shift toward official recognition of homosexuality in Sweden at the cost of same-sex desire and nonbinary gender offer a crucial context for understanding the National Board of Health and Welfare’s contradictory handling of Eva and Maria and “The Woman in Your Life Is You.” However, in contrast to the picture of self-extinctive assimilation and interpellated victimhood that Edenheim paints of homosexual citizenship at this time, these lesbian films manifest that the shift also created unexpected opportunities that could be strategically and creatively taken advantage of for other purposes. What the two cases intriguingly reveal is that the productions navigated this discursive terrain in strikingly different ways.



Eva and Maria: State-Approved Love between Women

In addition to citing Brantenberg’s fierce dismissal of dominant misconceptions about homosexuality, Eva and Maria takes issue with the official view on homosexuality as a deviance in a classroom scene at Maria’s high school. The teacher awkwardly explains that homosexuals have distorted relations with different groups in society, such as with family and friends. The scene is parodic, but Maria gets upset after class when a classmate tells her she thinks homosexuals are disgusting. In a later scene, Maria is confronted with her father’s prejudice when he finds out that the two girls share a bed in the archipelago cottage. “You have always been a real girl,” the father says, and Maria yells back: “Are you a real girl only if you fuck boys?” The mother defends Maria when the father says that Eva and Maria’s relationship is sick and unnatural: “Maria has the right to love whoever she wants, the right to one’s feelings is important,” she pedagogically states. The film shows that Maria is unhappy only when confronted with people’s prejudice, not when she is together with Eva. In one scene only does she express doubts about her feelings, asking her mother: “Is it wrong if two women love each other?” The mother replies: “It can never be wrong for people to love each other,” stressing the general aspects of love. The dialogue takes place in the kitchen while Maria and her mother set the table for dinner. Several other scenes also take place in domestic settings, emphasizing the characters’ ordinariness. The interaction between Eva and Maria is gentle, caring, and sexually innocent. In one scene, the women lie naked on a blanket in the grass in front of the cottage. Eva caresses Maria’s back, they kiss gently, touch feet, and roll around laughing while the music rises to a climax. This softening of sexual desire and emphasis on romantic love and “the right to one’s feelings” contributed to articulating a notion of lesbianism that could be legible and acceptable in the context of Swedish sexual policymaking, and medical, legal, and social discourse in which lesbian desire was constructed as an impossibility.28 Archival records of the interaction between the filmmakers and the state agencies and distribution company reveal precisely how these issues were put at stake and carefully worked through over the years.

Eva and Maria and “The Woman in Your Life Is You” were both funded by the National Board of Health and Welfare’s department Nämnden för hälsoupplysning (the Committee for Health Education), a committee responsible for issues of diet and exercise, addictive substances, sex and cohabitation, and other health issues. The films received support from the division for sex and cohabitation issues and a specific subdivision for contraceptives and birth control.29 In June 1976, the filmmakers of Eva and Maria were invited to a conference where they gave a lecture about “lesbian love.”30 In 1977, they were granted funding for the film.31 The conference as well as the film support formed part of the committee’s collaboration with cultural producers for the purpose of education about contraceptives that had been initiated through an allocated budget in 1973.32 The production was granted 70,000 SEK in 1977 (about 35,320 Euros in 2024); an additional sum of 50,000 SEK in 1978 (about 21,530 Euros in 2024); and a last small sum of 5,000 SEK in 1983 (about 1,370 Euros in 2024).33 The agency Skolöverstyrelsen (the National Board of Education) funded the information materials accompanying the distribution through the company Föreningsfilmo.34 Archival records of the interaction with these state agencies and companies evoke a shift from a vocabulary conspicuously avoiding notions of homosexuality and lesbianism to later spotlighting the need for information about these very issues.

Whereas the filmmakers’ lecture in 1976 was explicitly announced as being about “lesbian love,” decision and budget protocols in the National Board of Health and Welfare’s archive reveal that the film project was described as “a film about love between women.”35 Letters from the filmmakers to the Committee for Health Education also avoided explicitly mentioning lesbianism.36 One paragraph motivating the funding stated that the committee had received many requests about “material about love between people of the same sex.”37 According to the same paragraph, there was a lack of material about “this subject” and a need for “discussion material.” The purpose of the project was to “shed light on love between women and with this theme as a starting point initiate a discussion about the concept of love, sexuality, and relationships between people.” The document suggested that the film would be very useful at youth centers, but also in the committee’s own education of counselors. These protocols show how lesbianism found its way into the official records when described in terms of love, just as in the case of the official government reports that Edenheim investigates. Moreover, they evoke how lesbianism was addressed not as essentially different from other types of relationships but as a useful starting point for a general discussion about “the concept of love.”

In contrast, in protocols, correspondence, and other materials from the later parts of the film’s production as well as distribution in the early 1980s, lesbianism and homosexuality were spelled out explicitly, and notions of discrimination and prejudice came into focus, reflecting the ongoing shift toward a new official vocabulary for addressing the issue. For instance, an information sheet from the National Board of Education in 1984 included a paragraph about Eva and Maria under the heading “Health education—cohabitation.”38 In line with how a need for information and improved education was highlighted in the government report “Homosexuals and Society” in 1984, the presentation stated that “homosexuality is a taboo area for many people” and that fear and insecurity of the unknown and society’s view on homosexuality result in many teachers’ avoidance of the issue. It, moreover, stressed the universal aspects of the feelings between the girls and stated that the audience was invited to relate to the feelings of love and tenderness between them.39 Notably, the records also reveal that the teacher’s guidelines would be elaborated in collaboration with the National Board of Education and that both the film and the educational material were to be approved by the National Board of Health and Welfare.40

In agreement with the report “Homosexuals and Society,” another fact sheet stated that homosexuals do not experience difficulties because of their homosexuality but because of prejudice and homophobia. “The film is about ordinary people. Through the warmth and low-key humor one can easily relate to the feelings and situations in the film,” another brochure stated.41 It furthermore argued against associating homosexuality with tragedy. “The film concentrates on the happiness and joy in a lesbian relationship, not on the possible problems and conflicts,” it stated. Another brochure argued that in contrast to negative role models such as tragic lesbian and gay artists, like Oscar Wilde, Karin Boye, and Pyotr Tchaikovsky, that make young homosexuals see themselves as tragically different, “one should highlight happy and successful homosexuals.”42 In sum, these records evoke the emerging notion of homosexuals as a vulnerable group exposed to society’s prejudice and discrimination due to misconceptions that homosexuals are different and unhappy.


[image: A frame from the film “Eva och Maria” showing two individuals close together, one with dark hair and the other with light brown hair, in a moment of intimacy.]

Figure 6.2  Eva and Maria (1983). Frame grab, Eva och Maria directed by Mary Eisikovits, Marie Falksten, and Annalena Öhrström © Tjejfilm 1983. With kind permission from Marie Falksten.





“The Woman in Your Life Is You”: Lesbian Desire below the Radar

According to two of the filmmakers, Birgitta Olsson and Sonja Rosenqvist, the production of “The Woman in Your Life Is You” began when members of Lesbian Front in Stockholm learned about the National Board of Health and Welfare’s budget for abortion prevention that was allocated on occasion of the new law granting women access to abortion in 1975.43 The purpose was to support sex education work within youth and women’s organizations in order to prevent unwanted pregnancies and abortions. Altogether, 7.4 million Swedish crowns were allocated for information work between 1974 and 1978.44 According to a memo that was distributed to women’s and youth organizations, the notion of “abortion prevention” was not to be interpreted too narrowly but understood in a larger context of issues such as cohabitation and gender roles.45 This invitation to a broad interpretation of the budget’s scope was perceived as an opportunity for the members of Lesbian Front. The group submitted its application in late 1976 and received funding at the beginning of 1977. The original application, however, did not indicate any plans for a film production.46 The group applied for a relatively large sum of 220,000 SEK (about 121,000 Euros in 2024) for organizing a Nordic women’s camp and an information campaign including work in schools and youth centers, consciousness-raising groups, and conferences. The goals of the application were stated as: “to inform women in order to fight prevailing gender roles”; “to conduct enlightening activities about alternative forms of cohabitation”; and “to raise women’s consciousness about the right to their own body.”47

Lesbian Front was granted only a small part of the sum they applied for—30,000 SEK (about 15,145 Euros in 2024). The official decision from the committee stated that Lesbian Front was granted this sum for the purpose of information about contraceptives and issues of sex and cohabitation.48 The letter also stated that the committee paid attention particularly to the goal to “produce information material with the purpose of education about alternative forms of cohabitation and raise women’s awareness of the right to their own body.” “The support is not meant to cover costs for camps,” it was further stressed. This same statement was also published in a press release.49 Like in protocols regarding the funding of Eva and Maria, there was no explicit mention of lesbianism or homosexuality in Lesbian Front’s application or official statements about the support—aside from the organization’s name. The declaration that the support was intended for an information campaign and not a women’s camp indicates that education was considered valid and in line with the purpose of the budget. Whatever assumed activities that a Nordic summer camp for women organized by Lesbian Front might enable were considered to fall outside of the scope of the committee’s budget. Like in the case of Eva and Maria, the issue of lesbianism was covered over by generalized concerns such as “women’s right to their own bodies” and “alternative forms of cohabitation”—concerns that also fitted with the notion of “abortion prevention.” Inserting lesbianism under this heading implied acknowledging lesbians as women, and by consequence entitled to reproductive rights, but also—more bizarrely—acknowledging lesbianism as a possible form of birth control.

However, when Lesbian Front supplemented their application with a report about the progress of the project in 1978, one year after receiving the funding, they not only declared that they had made a film but fiercely put the issue of lesbianism proper back on the agenda. They wrote:


We’ve worked from the premise that there is a lack of information about lesbians, by lesbians, for lesbians and that many lesbians live alone and isolated. Society uses us as bad examples by calling us mannish, man-haters, frustrated bitches, sexually abnormal—in order to reproduce the myth about women as womanly, motherly, surrendering, dependent, leading to submission to men. An active lesbian manifestation is a necessary part of the liberation movement that is necessary in order to break down society’s oppression.50



This unapologetic statement largely differed from the first application’s emphasis on generalized goals and evokes a different, more confrontational politics than in the case of Eva and Maria. While lack of information motivated both films, Lesbian Front here claimed that their work was intended for a lesbian audience rather than an allegedly misinformed and prejudiced majority that needed to learn that homosexuals were not so different and therefore should be accepted. The statement that many lesbians live alone and isolated can be read as confirming a negative image that Eva and Maria explicitly rejected as part of its aim to “highlight happy and successful homosexuals.” Lesbian Front did not claim that lesbians were just the same as heterosexuals but instead attacked dominant gender roles and notions of femininity as such. The function of homophobic descriptions of lesbianism, it was suggested here, was to reinforce oppressive ideas about women’s role in society. Rather than positive images of ordinary homosexuals, this statement advocated “an active lesbian manifestation.”

The oppositional approach is tangible throughout the film, from the opening sequence where one woman jumps up from a bed exclaiming: “I am a lesbian!” while the others cheer, to the closing sequence where three women go skating together, holding each other’s hands. In contrast to the focus on the romantic couple in Eva and Maria, “The Woman in Your Life Is You” emphasizes collective activities such as consciousness-raising, self-defense, and demonstrations, evoking notions of “women-identification” and sisterhood that were central to lesbian feminist discourse production in Sweden at the time, as Hanna Hallgren shows.51 If Eva and Maria evoked the emerging view that homosexuals are a vulnerable minority exposed to prejudice, “The Woman in Your Life Is You” rather mobilized a feminist vocabulary addressing women’s oppression and gender roles generally. In a sequence showcasing images of mannequin dolls in department store windows and women walking in high-heels, the voice-over states, in line with current images-of-women criticism: “The housewife, the whore, the fashion girl and the little kind, quiet and sweet one—these roles are so narrow, they shatter me.” One scene shows how the women sew and paint banners in preparation for a demonstration. The voice-over reads the slogan out loud: “We demand the right to our own bodies and sexuality.”

In another scene, the women paint slogans on porn shops in central Stockholm. The voice-over criticizes how women’s bodies are seen as goods to consume. “This is how the male society sees us, it has nothing to do with woman-love,” the narrator states as the camera pans over porn tabloids about “female homosex” and “lesbian games.” According to Hallgren, the lesbian feminist politicized notion of lesbianism that emerged in the 1970s was articulated in opposition not only to a notion of the “pornographic lesbian” but also to the “mannish lesbian.”52 “The Woman in Your Life Is You” takes issue with both of these figures. In an early sequence, as I have already mentioned, the women in the film playfully enact the various family constellations that Brantenberg mockingly suggests cause homosexuality. Impersonating the roles of fathers, mothers, and children, they pose in front of the camera as if to have their family photograph taken. The sequence, however, opens with the enactment of yet another constellation associated with lesbianism: a butch-femme couple. This constellation is also presented as an outdated and ridiculous stereotype, emphasized by theatrical outfits and exaggerated acting. The ironic voice-over classifies lesbians as either “not real women, more like men” or “bored upper-class women.” Nevertheless, the enactment paradoxically also enables a lustful and campy performance of lesbian desire and seduction. Unlike the family constellations where the women pose for the camera, the butch-femme couple interacts with each other in a small role-play sequence ending in an embrace where the entangled couple slowly sinks out of the picture frame, clearly taking great delight in the action.53 In my reading, the very act of playing out, in order to reject and disown, the negative stereotype creatively turns into the film’s sole hint at sexual desire—a maneuver which parallels how the regulatory framework of “abortion prevention” unexpectedly enabled “an active lesbian manifestation.”



Exceptionalist Loopholes

Foreshadowing the removal of the illness classification and official recognition of homosexuals as a discriminated group in need of legal protection, the curious cases of Eva and Maria and “The Woman in Your Life Is You” shed unique light on the tangled dynamics of Swedish exceptionalism at this time. Whereas the establishment of women-friendly welfare politics in the 1970s, including rights to work, public daycare, parental leave, pain-free births, and abortion, was generally articulated within a heteronormative framework, the two films show how these processes also generated loopholes through which lesbian media activism found its way. Both productions entered the National Board of Health and Welfare’s budgets through elaborate rhetorical strategies and tweaks, but they mobilized separate political vocabularies. As I have shown, the articulation of lesbianism in the case of Eva and Maria was largely in agreement with the emerging language of the then ongoing government investigation about homosexuality, conveying an image of homosexuals as a vulnerable group exposed to prejudice and discrimination. The education material produced around the same time that the report “Homosexuals and Society” was published put emphasis on generalizable feelings of love and stressed the relatability and ordinariness of the characters. Aesthetically, Eva and Maria put emphasis on normalcy and everydayness, and in this sense, the film was also in agreement with the sober and realist ideals in Swedish film culture generally as well as with feminist film culture’s embrace of the notion of women’s culture, as I discuss in Chapter 3. Further testifying to the production’s alignment with current discussions in Swedish film feminism, in an interview, one of the filmmakers also related the film’s slow pace and lingering camera to the notion of a female narrative technique.54 Moreover, the invocation of the popular trope of the young couple’s escape to nature in order to live out an attraction condemned by societal norms further anchors the film in a modern national narrative of sexual progressivity, epitomized in films such as Hon dansade en sommar (One Summer of Happiness, Arne Mattsson, 1951) and Sommaren med Monika (Summer with Monika, Ingmar Bergman, 1953).

“The Woman in Your Life Is You,” on the other hand, drew on the socialist women’s movement’s radical rhetoric which allowed for a more unapologetic representation. In contrast to Eva and Maria’s conventional narrative approach, Lesbian Front’s formal strategies evoke the satirical, playful, and somewhat dogmatic style of Maj Wechselmann’s political documentaries. Hence, despite their overlapping production frameworks and similarities as affirmation films, the two shorts operated within distinctly different rhetorical registers. If “The Woman in Your Life Is You” was the more radical of the two, its confrontational representation, however, passed unnoticed at the time. Curiously, the film was not even mentioned in “Homosexuals and Society”—even as the report explicitly commented on the National Board of Health and Welfare’s work with sex and cohabitation issues, and criticized the state agency for not providing more information about homosexuality.55 Whereas Eva and Maria was briefly mentioned in the report, Lesbian Front’s project and approved application appear to have been undetectable and invisible even to the government investigators evaluating the Committee for Health Education’s commissions.56

In conclusion, this chapter has drawn out how these two unique cases of lesbian media activism, initiated at a time when homosexuality was still classified as a mental disorder in Sweden, emanated from unexpected opportunities materializing outside the regular film industry and cultural sphere in Sweden, through the National Board of Health and Welfare’s implementation of gender equality measures. Considering the fact that not only the fiercely confrontational “The Woman in Your Life Is You” but also the state-approved, nonconfrontational Eva and Maria were principally met with silence and exclusion—by state investigators, broadcasting agencies, and even in the context of feminist film culture—these cases also illustrate the sheer inability to come to terms with lesbianism in the cultural public in Sweden in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In line with Edenheim’s conclusions, they testify to how lesbianism paradoxically became inconsequentialized and excluded from the new tolerant imaginary of official recognition of homosexuality. Related to this book’s overarching methodological questions, finally, Eva and Maria and “The Woman in Your Life Is You,” offering an uncomfortable reminder that this inability and the naturalized operations of heteronormative omission played out also in feminist film culture, accentuate the need for historiographic frameworks calibrated to address rather than avoid intersectional complexities. Redemptive approaches intent on rediscovering proof of the feminist past’s expected subversiveness and overall radicality not only risk counterintuitively diminishing the historical density of this past by overlooking the obscure instances where marginalized histories might be located. They also risk contributing to reproducing across time the very same mechanisms of silencing and exclusion that caused this marginalization in the first place.






Afterword Swedish Film Feminism’s Political Grammar


In October 2022, shortly after the Swedish general elections and political shift to a right-wing minority government relying on the nationalist and populist Sweden Democrats, the new foreign minister Tobias Billström declared that the notion of Swedish “feminist” foreign policy would be discarded. The foreign policy should first and foremost protect and prioritize Swedish interests, the minister explained in an interview.1 In 2022, following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, this largely meant applying for NATO membership, forsaking Sweden’s long-run neutrality policy. In the same article, former Social Democratic foreign minister Margot Wallström, who was responsible for launching the concept of feminist foreign policy in 2014, criticized Billström’s decision and stressed that the notion had “gotten wings and flown across the world,” supplying important tools for monitoring women’s rights globally. The year before, the then still Social Democratic-led coalition government removed principles about gender equality, diversity, and child perspectives from directives guiding the Swedish Film Institute’s work.2 Just a few months earlier, in October 2021, in the aftermath of broad discontent with several of the measures taken by the Film Institute to promote gender equality—most famously the “50/50 by 2020” push, but also mandatory courses on sexual harassment and discrimination for producers during the MeToo campaign—Anna Serner, the foremost representative of this course of action, stepped down from her position as CEO after ten eventful years.3

Whereas Serner and Wallström both reached international fame in the 2010s, hailed as courageous champions of gender equality, the scenario in the 2020s looks radically different. The faded currency of their, until recently, celebrated feminist personas and the displacement of gender policies in Swedish foreign as well as cultural administration are enfolded in the present political moment’s conservative and polarizing turn. At the same time, the buzz around the notion of gender equality in Swedish film culture in the 2010s—followed by the quick disposal of the “Anna Serner era” in the next decade—recalls a similar sense of ambivalence that characterized Swedish film feminism during the second wave. The many contradictions that I have shed light on throughout this book make up an illuminating backdrop for conceiving of the fluctuation in Swedish film feminism also in the last decades, not only of the global embrace of the alluring media narrative about Sweden as a global forerunner but also of the complexities—including the reproduction of whiteness and cis and hetero norms—that these narratives covered over.

My case studies in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 have pinpointed some of the most salient paradoxes that played out in feminist film culture in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s. The international capitalization on Zetterling’s emblematic status as a fierce Swedish feminist at the same time that her creative agency was restricted in the publicly funded national film industry; the Swedish International Development Authority’s gender-equal funding of documentaries about women’s oppression in the “Third World”; and the National Board of Health and Welfare’s support to lesbian filmmaking by administering it in terms of abortion prevention all reveal the movement’s compromised position in Swedish film culture and history. In all three cases, a manifestly feminist-profiled film production was enabled by funding bodies outside the cultural sphere proper, sustained by the ongoing political investment in solidarity politics and gender equality. In contrast, as stressed throughout this book, women’s films produced within the regular parameters of Swedish film culture, circulating within contexts of the feminist film movement, were generally characterized by a more moderate, ambivalent, and circumscribed standpoint in regard to gender issues.

To focus on friction and incongruity has been a guiding principle throughout this book. Taking off from the perplexing scarcity of films explicitly dealing with issues of women’s oppression and liberation in Sweden during the second-wave feminist era, I have attempted to dig into and unfold the nuances of this dilemma. Drawing from Kristin Lené Hole, this book has revisited “the 1970s to seek out what is lost when this historical moment is condensed to a particular theoretical paradigm or series of canonical films and texts.”4 Hence, the chapters in this book—the case studies in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, as much as the overarching explorations of the film movement’s organizing, curatorial practices, discourse production, and film works in Chapters 1, 2, and 3—have uncovered a wide range of obscure materials that, due to their discrepancy with historiographic categories gravitating around national film canons, auteurs, and feature-length fiction, as well as received parameters in feminist film studies, have fallen into oblivion and opacity. Delving into the elliptical, seemingly unrewarding, and indeed exhausting messiness of uncataloged and disordered archives dispersed across institutions as well as people’s homes, I have taken my cue from scholars like Victoria Hesford and Shilyh Warren, who advocate returning to and reading “along the grain” of the material and aesthetic archives of the 1970s, “equipped with more flexible and less assumptive reading practices.”5 Unearthing the odd bits and pieces from Swedish film feminism’s ephemeral records, my approach, however, has not intended to fill gaps or correct errors in received histories.

Rather than offering a European corrective to dominant Anglo-American accounts—an undertaking which, as Clare Hemmings points out in regard to Western feminism broadly, tends to affirm and reproduce the dominant as intact and static center—my aim has been to elicit and add dimensions to a history that by necessity remains incomplete.6 Drawing from Hemmings, I have put less emphasis on replacing inaccuracies and omissions in standard narratives about the origins and evolution of feminist film studies with a geographical revision, and more on being “attentive to the political grammar of our storytelling.”7 Interrogating dominant stories and the affective registers through which they are told, this book has endeavored to complicate the linear logic in accounts of film feminism’s trajectory from images-of-women perspectives to theoretical models and film works—presumably limited at first, but progressively more accomplished in their intersectional scope. Whereas this sequential logic tends to do away with inconsistency and multiplicity, my approach has set out to encompass and elaborate from ambivalence. From this assertion has followed the need to address feminist film culture less as defined by given political and aesthetic goals, but as indetermined and contingent on broader structures and circumstances. Hesford’s attention to the women’s movement’s imbrication with the wider public in the United States has provided a key for expanding my analysis beyond the most intense “crystallizations” around formative internal conflicts such as the realism debates and debates about the women’s culture project in Sweden. In addition to considering production contexts and funding made available outside the parameters of Swedish film and television culture, I have also shown how the emergence of feminist film culture in Sweden was propelled by broad engagement in issues of women and film in contexts exceeding the women’s movement and leftist film culture.

Attending to the eventfulness, broad publicity, and flexible mobilization of notions and figures through which the feminist film movement emerged and came to be represented has facilitated an analysis of its fluctuating and porous features. Rather than attempting to distill one definition, I have drawn out how the discursive construction of the notion of women’s film remained elastic and multivocal throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Lauren Berlant’s concept of intimate publics has provided a key tool for dealing with this indecisiveness, in particular with recurrent articulations of doubt about feminist activism, that I have identified as yet another of the film movement’s striking and characteristic paradoxes. Highlighting instances of such hesitancy and ambivalence in both films and reception materials, I have argued that Swedish film feminism’s interlacing with the politicized turn to the notion of women’s culture in the Swedish women’s movement also commingled with a “juxtapolitical” intimate public sphere of femininity: an aesthetic world “flourishing in proximity to the political.”8 In this book, the concept has not only been paramount for coming to terms with the recurrently expressed urge to withdraw from the political sphere in feminist film culture. It has also crucially enabled a reconsideration of the women’s culture project’s reactivation of the legacies of suffragists like Ellen Key and Elin Wägner, who insisted on women’s unique capacities for caregiving and sustainability, along the lines of how women’s sentimental complaint genres put their faith in notions of women’s emotional righteousness, intelligence, and knowledge about the world “that, if it were listened to, could make things better.”9

In addition to avoiding a linear and uniform account of the heterogeneous tendencies of the feminist film movement, I have cautiously refrained from a dualistic framework of evaluation when dealing with its intriguing and exciting—as well as uncomfortable and disturbing—aspects. The greatest methodological challenge posed by the convoluted materials studied in this book has consisted in counterbalancing a “paranoid” approach to their sometimes (if yet unsurprising) essentialist, colonial, heteronormative, and in other ways problematic tendencies, as much as an overcompensatory celebration of their “pioneering” achievements. Equally marked by ambivalence, the recent resurgence of feminist film culture in the 2010s requires fine-tuned approaches that go beyond assessing this era as a straightforward course of events with Serner as key player. The consistent—favorable and unfavorable by turns—spotlight on Serner during the years she operated as CEO of the Swedish Film Institute, as well as in recent summaries of this period, easily comes to screen out the more intricate layers of the contested gender equality program in the present neoliberal context.10 Attention crystallizing around the mediatized figure of the globe-trotting CEO—described as “the woman who changed a film industry” in international press and as “[traveling] the world to talk about the gender equality work of the Swedish Film Institute” on the institute’s website (Figure A.1)11—to a large degree reactivated the same idealized notion of determined white Western feminism that undergirded Zetterling’s ethnographic persona in shorts like Of Seals and Men (1979) and Betongmormor (“Concrete Granny,” 1986), as well as the participatory documentaries in which Swedish women explored women’s situation in the “Third World.” The ease with which an exceptionalist imaginary of Sweden’s progressive film industry took hold in the 2010s testifies to the lasting power of “the myth of gender equality in Sweden” and the image memory of “good Sweden” as moral conscience of the world.12


[image: A screenshot from the Swedish Film Institute website featuring a seminar scene with a speaker at a podium, under a banner reading “in Swedish film before 2012”. The setting includes draped white fabrics and a bright, airy atmosphere.]

Figure A.1  Anna Serner at a seminar in Cannes 2016. Screenshot of web page, the Swedish Film Institute, access date: March 16, 2019. Photo: Marie-Therese Karlberg.



Importantly, however, whereas Serner’s as well as former foreign minister Wallström’s claim to fame relied on the legacy of 1970s women-friendly welfare and solidarity politics, both operated in a vastly different historical moment of privatization and market logics. As Lena Martinsson and colleagues argue, in the current context of increasing socioeconomic inequalities in Sweden, the notion of gender equality rather functions as a mantra that reproduces nationalism, racism, and heterosexual and cisgender norms.13 The feminist foreign policy and the notion of gender equality in Swedish film explicitly played into nation branding and the promotion of Swedish trade and economic interests.14 Among the exceptionalist whirl, however, the “50/50 by 2020” program’s striking lack of intersectional analysis and the actual failure to reach the stated goal were dribbled away. Even though in hindsight we may say we would rather have than not have an action plan for gender equality and diversity in Swedish film, what the knotty Serner case puts into relief is precisely the need to resist polarizing logics of contemporary culture wars, as much as heroizing overevaluation and linear grammars of feminist storytelling. Swedish Film Feminism: Between Grassroots Movements and Welfare Policies has urged for devoted recalibration of analytical tools to keep enriching and nuancing our understandings of “seventies” as much as other feminist projects in film.
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