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Abstract 

This study explores the hegemonic articulation of ‘feminist politics’ by the Swedish political 

party Feminist Initiative (Feministiskt initiativ) during the 2014 national parliamentary election 

campaign. The analysis is carried out on two levels: the construction of the hegemonic project of 

feminist politics and the construction of an antagonist.   

 

Deploying the discourse-theoretical approach by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe as well as 

the theories of radical democracy and intersectionality, it is shown how a new, broad collective 

feminist identity is produced by deconstructing womanhood as an identifiable and unproblematic 

category as well as expanding the signifying chain of feminism by including new social struggles 

into it. As a result, the feminist subject is conceptualized in radical-democratic terms as a citizen 

with equal rights, rather than an essentialized female subject. Two nodal points that fix the 

meaning of the hegemonic project of feminist politics are identified: one is human rights, which 

enables the expansion of the chain of equivalence, and the other is experience of oppression, 

which acknowledges differences existing within the movement and prevents it from muting 

marginalized voices. Discrimination, being the constitutive outside, both threatens and produces 

the subject: on the one hand, it violates human rights that underlie feminist politics; on the other 

hand, it produces the experience of oppression that gives a unique feminist perspective to each 

member of the collective identity. The hegemonic project thus emerges as dependent on the 

oppressive power of discrimination. The study suggests a critical discussion on how the 

constitutive outside – discrimination – empties the concept of feminism by a radical expansion of 

its meaning.    

 

The research furthermore explores the construction of the antagonist of the hegemonic project. 

Utilizing analytical concepts from the writings of Jacques Lacan and Slavoj Žižek, it is 

demonstrated how social structures and norms acquire agency and become the significant Other 

for the feminist identity. The thesis is concluded by a critical discussion on the fundamental 

impossibility of identification based on opposing oneself to something that can only be expressed 

with a signifier that ultimately lacks any signified.      

 

Keywords 

Feminism, feminist politics, identity politics, electoral communication, intersectionality, radical 

democracy, discourse theory, hegemony, antagonism.  
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Disposition  

In the first chapter of this thesis, I introduce the Feminist Initiative as a political party, explain 

the significance of the chosen case, and present the aim and the research questions of the study 

as well as its relevance for the fields of political communication, identity politics and feminist 

studies.  

 In chapter two, I approach the analysis with an overview of the aforementioned fields. In 

the outline of feminist political theory, I put a special emphasis on the theory of intersectionality.  

 The description of the theoretical framework, presented in the third chapter, consists of an 

introduction to the key theories and analytical concepts. These are the radical-democratic theory, 

poststructuralist discourse theory with its analytical apparatus including the notions of hegemony 

and antagonism, and the analytical concept of the Other borrowed from Jacques Lacan’s 

psychoanalysis, as well as its politicization by Slavoj Žižek.   

 In the fourth chapter I attend to methodology, discussing the peculiarities and pitfalls of a 

discourse-theoretical approach and describing the procedure of analysis.      

 In chapter five, I proceed to the analysis. In its first part I first of all focus on the ways in 

which the Feminist Initiative (FI) deconstructs the entity of women by deploying 

intersectionality in their articulatory practice, thus rearticulating the feminist subject as such. 

This is followed by the analysis of the nodal points instituted by FI to fix the meaning of a 

‘feminist politics’. I show that the notion of human rights helps FI articulate a broad collective 

identity, while the idea of the experience of oppression enables the recognition of differences 

within the collective identity. In the second part of the chapter I shift the focus to the 

construction of antagonist – the significant Other – in FI’s hegemonic articulation. Deep 

contradictions between the feminist ideology and that of fascism, Nazism and nationalism are 

acknowledged; however, the ultimate foe is seen in social structures and norms.   

 I conclude the thesis, as well as each part of the analysis, with a discussion on the 

possible theoretical and political implications of FI’s rearticulation of feminist politics.    
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Setting the scene 

Feminism and feminist politics have been a long-lasting inspiration in the field of gender 

research, yet it is not often that questions regarding gender and sexual norms enter the public and 

political domain. This is, however, exactly what happened during the 2014 parliamentary 

election campaign in Sweden. The then-leader of the opposition and the current Prime Minister 

Stefan Löfven has repeatedly proclaimed himself a feminist (Holmqvist, 2013; Martikainen, 

2012). The Liberal Party chose “Feminism without socialism” as one of its campaign slogans, 

while the co-leader of the Greens Gustav Fridolin called for a “feminist government” (Bie, 

2014). Furthermore, the foreign minister of the newly elected government Margot Wallström 

promised that under her leadership Sweden would be the only country in the world to conduct a 

“feminist foreign policy” (Rothschild, 2014).   

 The list would not be complete without mentioning the quick rise of the political party 

called Feminist Initiative (Sw. Feministiskt initiativ, FI), whose size reportedly grew from 

around 1,500 in October 2013 to over 18,000 in August 2014 (Bratt, 2014), making it Sweden’s 

fastest-growing party (Orange, 2014). Overall 20,740 new members were enrolled in FI in 2014, 

which makes up half of the total amount of new members enrolled in Swedish political parties 

that year (“Partierna växer – Fi allra mest”, 2015). FI won its first mandate in the European 

Parliament election in May 2014 and was close to making it into the Swedish Riksdag, but fell 

short of gaining the minimum four percent of the popular vote with 3,12%. This failure, 

however, in no way detracts the significance of FI as a political party.  

 FI was founded in 2005. It proclaims itself an ideologically independent party, yet backs 

the left-wing coalition of the Social Democrats and the Greens. As it often happens in Swedish 

politics, FI does not have a single leader, but two spokespersons instead: the former leader of the 

Left Party and FI’s co-founder Gudrun Schyman and the anti-racist and queer activist Sissela 

Nordling Blanco, elected into the Stockholm City Council in 2014. Denouncing the accusations 

of being a single-issue party, FI claims to have a comprehensive program tackling economic, 

social and defense issues by “putting on feminist glasses in all contexts” and bringing a “new 

dimension in politics” built upon a scrupulous analysis of power relations and experience of 

oppression (“Vanliga frågor och svar om Fi”).            
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1.2. Aim and research questions 

The aim of this study is to analyze FI’s articulation of feminist politics (Sw. feministisk politik) 

in digital media through a discourse-theoretical perspective. The main research question was 

posed correspondingly: How did the Feminist Initiative articulate the hegemonic project of 

‘feminist politics’ in their online election materials (website and Facebook page) during the 2014 

election campaign?   

Two research sub-questions were posed to support the main research question:  

RSQ1: How are various social groups other than women (LGBTQ people, people of color, 

people with disabilities, etc.) included into the hegemonic project of feminist politics?  

RSQ2: What is constructed as an antagonist to feminist politics, and in what ways does it impede 

and make possible such politics?   

 

1.3. Relevance and contribution to the field  

FI is the only feminist party represented in the European Parliament; it is the biggest party of its 

kind in the West and, quite likely, in the whole world. This alone would be enough to catch a 

researcher’s eye, yet FI has something that can appeal specifically to media and discourse 

analysts: namely, its extensive use of social networking sites (SNS), high level of interaction 

with SNS users (Filimonov, Russmann & Svensson, forthcoming), and, most intriguingly, the 

penetration of traditionally academic discourses on gender and sexuality into political discourse 

(Christensen, 2014). Unlike traditional feminist movements, which have promoted an 

essentialized, unproblematic notion of womanhood and the idea of a global sisterhood (see 

literature review on pp. 14-6), FI provides a highly critical account of structures of inequality 

existing between women themselves. The party points out that women are assigned different 

positions in society based on parameters other than gender, such as race, class, sexuality, age or 

ability; in other words, FI draws on intersectional feminism. For instance, the position of a white 

native Swedish woman is said to be radically different in Swedish society compared to that of a 

woman of color with an immigrant background. With RSQ1, I address discursive mechanisms 

employed by FI to articulate this differential system of meanings with the ultimate goal of 

uniting the various social groups under a common hegemonic project. FI’s policy program 

challenges the understanding of Sweden and Swedes as equal, transparent and tolerant, and aims 

at deconstructing the attitudes that reaffirm a society which they claim to be based on masculine 

and patriarchal principles. Consequently, with RSQ2 I consider the discursive construction of the 
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foe of feminist politics. Overall, FI presents an outstanding empirical case where 

poststructuralist theories, characterized with a critical, anti-essentialist approach, are 

applied in practice in the context of an election campaign. Scrutinizing the case will lead to 

an understanding of advantages and possible shortcomings for feminism and feminist politics 

brought about by such hegemonic articulation.     

 The thesis locates itself in the theoretical intersection of electoral communication, 

identity politics, and feminist studies. The advantage of the analysis is its strong reliance on 

discourse theory combined with a clear empirically-driven character. To the best of the author’s 

knowledge, there have been no empirical studies highlighting the actual practice of the 

articulation of a political identity based on intersectionality, let alone such practice in the context 

of electoral campaigning. There is, therefore, a need to identify and discuss the implications of 

intersectionality penetration into mainstream political communication for feminist and radical-

democratic politics. This study intends to contribute to this both on theoretical and empirical 

levels.  In the next chapter I provide an overview of the fields of strategic and electoral 

communication, identity politics, and feminist studies, and elaborate on the thesis’s 

epistemological contribution.   
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2. Literature review 

This chapter summarizes the fields of strategic and electoral communication, identity politics, 

and feminist studies with an emphasis on the theory of intersectionality. Two considerations 

should be kept in mind regarding this review. First, all the three fields are extremely broad. 

Given the limited space of the thesis, it is not my ambition to deeply explore each of them. 

Instead, my goal is merely to scratch the surface of the fields, outlining the epistemological 

background of the study’s subject. Second, it should be made clear that strategic communication 

and identity politics as such are not the main research fields of the thesis. I attend to them insofar 

as they pave the way to analyzing the articulation of feminist politics in the context of electoral 

campaigning in increasingly fragmented Western societies, where cultural identification gains 

ground in political decision-making.  

 

2.1. Strategic and electoral communication 

Hallahan et al. (2007) define strategic communication as a purposeful communication to define 

an organization’s mission. The overall goal of strategic communication is to “enforce, shape or 

defend legitimacy inside organizations and between organizations and society” (Falkheimer, 

2014, p. 124).  The use of strategic communication for political purposes, first and foremost in 

election campaigns, has been studied extensively and its importance repeatedly emphasized (see 

Castells, 2009; Strömbäck, 2014). Its purpose is to build political consensus or consent on key 

social issues, which includes efforts to influence voters and public policy makers. With a steady 

decline of a class-based society, where voters make electoral decisions based on their belonging 

to a certain social strata, and a rising number of so-called floating voters, the dependence of 

politicians on electoral communication has been steadily growing (Hjarvard, 2013). This resulted 

in an increasing similarity between Western political campaigning and marketing rationality; an 

election campaign has become a strategic enterprise per se (Lees-Marshment, 2001; Lock & 

Harris, 2000).    

 The trend was strengthened by a simultaneous rise of electronic and digital media, from 

the Kennedy-Nixon debate in 1960 (see Druckman, 2003) to modern campaigns, characterized 

with an increasing dependence on Web 2.0 technologies and SNS. Research on the use of SNS in 

political communication has predominantly focused on the United States, with Howarth Dean’s 

and Barack Obama’s election campaigns considered historic landmarks for the usage of 

information and communications technologies (ICTs) in electoral campaigning that inspired 
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political strategists across the globe (Backhouse, 2010; Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez, 2011; 

Harfoush, 2009; Levenshus, 2010). Scandinavian countries, too, have been regarded as cutting 

edge in terms of adoption of ICTs in political communication (Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014; Moe & 

Larsson, 2013). Online engagement in political campaigning has been considered beneficial in 

terms of engaging younger and less politicized voters (Fenton, 2010), providing citizens with 

alternative information withheld by traditional media (Gillmor, 2004) and ultimately 

democratizing society and broadening the public sphere (Sunstein, 2001). The effects of the 

adoption of Web 2.0 technologies are especially relevant for small parties like FI, as these 

technologies have been shown to drastically increase the chances of minor political parties and 

candidates of electoral success (e.g. Gibson & McAllister, 2014).     

 I would like to address this positive outlook in more detail due to its significance for the 

choice of the object of this study. Indeed, the internet provides spaces for deliberation: Facebook 

pages of political parties, Twitter accounts of politicians, or more traditional forums – all of these 

are examples of platforms where discourses can be generated and altered through interaction 

between citizens as well as between voters and politicians. It is thus tempting to consider ICTs in 

general and SNS in particular as means of reviving an active democratic citizenship. However, 

this optimistic outlook has been repeatedly challenged. The seeming proliferation of new 

interactive platforms is largely undermined by filtering technologies developed by corporations 

like Facebook and Google, some of which a user can control and others not (Pariser, 2011; 

Sunstein, 2009). Even if ICTs provided full access to diverse information, it would be unlikely 

that these opportunities would be made use of: research suggests that individuals tend to prefer 

opinion-reinforcing information rather than seek challenges to their views (Garrett, 2009). As a 

result, we deal with users ending up in what has been called echo-chambers and filter bubbles 

(Pariser, 2011) or enclaves (Sunstein, 2001). Surrounded by like-minded people, users reinforce 

their own opinions rather than engage in critical discussions, contributing to group polarization 

within society. For instance, a recent study of the use of Instagram by Swedish political parties 

including FI (Russmann, Svensson & Filimonov, forthcoming) show the strong dominance of 

positive comments without intrinsic value – such as plain statements of support or 

encouragement for the parties, or simply positive emoticons – over thoughtful utterances. Such 

evidence explains why this study focuses on the articulation of the hegemonic project by FI and 

does not delve into user feedback, which can hardly help elucidate the ways the discourse was 

produced or challenged.        

 An additional point worth noting in the discussion of strategic communication is that the 

construction of identity of a political organization is a crucial part of its strategy. In order to 

acquire a collective identity, organizations’ members should develop a sense of community by 
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identifying themselves with the organization’s values (Cheney, Christensen & Diley, 2014). In 

an election campaign, this means aligning oneself with particular political stances 

(Schoenberger‐Orgad & Toledano, 2011). In the case of this study, a feminist identity plays a 

significant role in communicating political meanings to voters. In order to understand the social 

roots of political identities based on cultural belonging, such as feminism, let us address the field 

of identity politics.    

 

2.2. Identity politics 

The growing fragmentation of Western societies and the decline of class-based voting have 

contributed to the proliferation of identity politics. The term denotes various social struggles in 

modern post-industrial countries based on issues of cultural identity rather than class conflict, 

such as the activities of anti-racist, ethnic, gay and lesbian, ecological and other new social 

movements (e.g. Bernstein, 2005; Marshall & Ghazal Read, 2003). To be sure, the reasons for 

the rise of identity politics are many. Since the last third of the 20
th

 century, much ink has been 

spilled in the social sciences on the social and medical construction of categories that had been 

previously thought to be purely biological, such as gender and sex (e.g. Butler, 1990), sexuality 

(Foucault, 1978) or race (Hall, 1987). An identity has been increasingly considered as a subject 

to change and negotiate rather than something pre-given and ever-fixed. Notably for this thesis, 

political participation has played a considerable role in the process of defining collective 

identities and the self (e.g. Svensson, 2011). For Anthony Giddens (1991, 1998), such a shift is 

one part of a broader trend of an increasing self-reflexivity characteristic of the late modernity. 

Others have stressed the inherently blurred, unstable and split nature of an identity, as opposed to 

the rationalized post-Enlightenment understanding of humans as self-determined and integrated 

(see e.g. Butler, 1994). One of the most prominent adherents of this view is the philosopher 

Slavoj Žižek, whose theorization of the subject will be addressed in the next chapter.   

 In Sweden, a country with long leftist traditions and strong trade unions, political 

partisanship rooted in social class has been especially important (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 

153). However, the changing political landscape of the country clearly indicates a shift towards 

identity politics (Rosenberg, 2012). The country has recently seen the successful emergence of 

two political movements that place issues of cultural identity at the top of the mainstream 

political agenda: the Feminist Initiative and the nationalist Sweden Democrats. The latter gained 

a record 12.9% of the popular vote in the 2014 parliamentary election.   

 The present study focuses on the negotiation of political identities from a feminist 
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perspective. It aims at contributing to the understanding of how changes in discursive formations 

can transform existing forms of identification to produce a new collective identity. In the 

subsequent paragraphs, I shall elaborate on feminist political theory that will bring us closer to 

the analysis of FI’s articulatory practice.   

 

2.3. Feminist political theory: an overview 

The feminist struggle has been considered part and parcel of identity politics (e.g. Plutzer & 

Zipp, 1996; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Three waves of feminism are usually outlined. First-wave 

feminism (19
th

-early 20
th

 centuries) denotes various struggles against the exclusion of women 

from political processes, education, property and employment rights (Banks, 1986). The 

struggles happened primarily in the UK and the U.S., where a married woman “had no more 

legal status than a child” (Bryson, 2003, p. 42). Two essays are often considered as having a 

major impact on early feminist debate. The first is Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the 

Rights of Women (1978, first published in 1792), where the author polemicized against the wide-

spread belief that women are incapable of rational thinking, and argued for the necessity of 

public education for both sexes. The second work is J.S. Mill’s essay The Subjection of Women 

(1983, first published in 1869), where he supported an extension of the universal principles of 

the Enlightenment to women – namely, granting them equal political and civil rights. Mill has 

been described as “the only major liberal political philosopher to have set out explicitly to apply 

the principles of liberalism to women” (Okin, 1980, p. 197), although critique (see Bryson, 2003 

for an overview) points out that Mill’s argument still rests upon the idea of separate spheres for 

men and women, with the former dominating the public sphere and the latter being confined to 

the private domain.    

 Over the course of time, basic civil rights for women, such as suffrage, have been 

achieved. The feminist movements have become more diverse – liberal, radical, socialist, Black, 

postmodern feminisms – and this diversity has been increasingly acknowledged (Bryson, 2003, 

p. 139). There remained, however, dissatisfaction with “the failure of society to deliver women 

the promises of independence [and] self-fulfillment” (ibid., p. 139). Domestic responsibilities 

were still considered women’s primary preoccupation (Somerville, 2000), women were poorly 

represented in politics and other public domains, and economically disadvantaged compared to 

men. These structural problems led to the rise of the so-called second wave of feminism that 

aimed to tackle these issues. Abortion rights and domestic violence, too, came into focus at this 

stage (Nicholson, 1997).    
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 The inherently liberal and rather moderate character of this movement caused critique 

from different perspectives, two of which I shall address here, as they directly relate to the object 

of this study. The first critique comes from the radical feminism that considers women’s 

oppression the most fundamental form of domination in society perceived as a “patriarchal 

whole”, to use Kate Millett’s (1970, p. 33) expression. In her extraordinarily influential book 

Sexual Politics, Millett (ibid.) provides an account of how the regime of patriarchy informs every 

social domain, most notably family, economical life, and education. The overall radical-feminist 

claim is that women are oppressed because they are women; consequently, their interests are 

naturally opposite to those of men. As many women were becoming disillusioned by the sexist 

behavior of some men involved in traditional forms of political organization, who did not take 

questions of gender equality seriously, radical-feminist ideas about a female movement against 

oppressors – that is, men – experienced increasing support (Bryson, 1999, p. 26). Many 

considered the ultimate goal of feminists to be a common sisterhood that would transcend the 

division of class and race for the sake of women’s liberation (Bryson, 2003, p. 163).     

 A different critique of second-wave feminism came from poststructuralist and 

postcolonial stances. The feminist movement was accused of being confined to the struggle of 

white, Western, middle-class and heterosexual self-identified females (Walker, 1992). The 

notion of a common sisterhood was criticized for muting the voices of marginalized groups, such 

as black women, queer or transgender people. The female subject as such was reconsidered by 

renouncing essentialism and challenging the notion of gender and sexuality as fixed, identifiable 

and generally unproblematic categories (McHugh, 2007, p. 145). For third-wave feminists, the 

traditional understanding of feminism as a struggle of a solid entity of ‘women’ has not lived up 

to the challenges of an increasingly fragmented society. The aforementioned rise of social 

struggles on different levels throughout the past decades – from the Civil Rights Movement and 

Gay Liberation to Black feminism and queer activism – has called into question the traditional 

liberal values of universality and rationalism, which in its turn has led to a criticism of 

essentialist approaches to social identities. One of the most recent trends within third-wave 

feminism that challenges the classical liberal approach to women’s issues is intersectionality, 

which the Feminist Initiative aligns itself with. This theory will be more closely considered in 

the next section.    

 The ongoing theorizations of identity politics in the context of a continuing social 

fragmentation (see Emejulu, 2011), far from being abstract speculations, directly relate to 

matters of democratic inclusion and political participation. This study aims at contributing to this 

discussion by exploring a contemporary political articulatory practice such as that of the 

Feminist Initiative, which emphasized its purpose to give visibility to marginalized groups. 



16 
 

Furthermore, the growing impact of social media makes it timely to gain an insight into identity 

struggles in the digital space. The analysis and discussion of feminist politics have to do not only 

with the issues of representation of women themselves. It concerns, more broadly, the 

representation of people with various gender and sexual identities, physical abilities, as well as 

ethnic and racial backgrounds – an issue I have addressed with my first research sub-question. 

Below I provide an overview of intersectionality which seeks to unite these various identity 

struggles into a single theory.  

 

2.4. Intersectionality 

As FI explicitly proclaims itself a party that sets an intersectional agenda and I will refer to this 

term in subsequent chapters, the notion needs a more detailed clarification. Intersectionality’s 

basic premise is that studying social stratification is reductionist and misleading, if considering 

“structural axes of differentiation” (Peterson, 1999, p. 53), – race, class, gender, sexuality, 

(dis)ability, age, and religion – independently from each other. From the intersectional 

perspective, such approach downplays specific problems of, for instance, women of color in 

Western societies, who experience discrimination and abuse not only as women, but also as 

members of racial or religious minorities and, often, working-class individuals (e.g. Crenshaw, 

1991). ‘Axes of differentiation’ have been also rightly called ‘axes of social power’ (Yuval 

Davis, 2006, p. 198), as they determine discourses on ‘normality’ and entitlement to resources. 

The approach has been perhaps best summarized by Mari Matsuda (1990):  

 The way I try to understand the interconnection of all forms of subordination is through a 

 method I call ‘ask the other question.’ When I see something that looks racist, I ask, 

 ‘where is the patriarchy in this?’ When I see something that looks sexist, I ask, ‘Where is 

 the heterosexism in this?’ When I see something that looks homophobic, I ask, ‘Where 

 are the class interests in this?’ (p. 1189). 

 

 Intersectionality challenges the holistic approach to women as a sisterhood, instead 

acknowledging differences existing within them as a sizeable social group. It reflects an 

understanding that people who belong to the same collectivity can be positioned differently in 

relation to a whole range of social positions. If the world is seen differently from each 

positioning, any knowledge based on just one positioning is “unfinished” (Yuval-Davis 1999, p. 

95), which intersectionality seeks to remedy.  
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 Simultaneously, intersectionality challenges essentialism, objecting to what Yuval-Davis 

(2006) calls “discourses of naturalization” (p. 199), where materiality shapes discursivity. 

Examples can include, but certainly not limit to, attributing specific personal characteristics to 

individuals based on disability or age, such as considering the elderly wise or, on the contrary, 

incapable of logical thinking.  

 The theory has not remained unproblematic. The most obvious problem is how many 

axes to include into analysis. Answers vary dramatically, from the triumvirate of class, gender 

and race to Lutz’s (2002, cited in Yuval-Davis, 2006) fourteen “lines of difference”. The list is 

potentially limitless, as Yuval-Davis (ibid.) points out. The analysis, therefore, always risks 

being incomplete. More politically-informed critique is concerned with possibly devastating 

effects for the female sisterhood that acknowledgment of vast difference between women can 

bring about (Brah & Phoenix, 2004; Crenshaw, 1991).      

 FI, which self-identifies with intersectional feminism, articulated intersectionality as an 

interrelation of gender, class, sexuality, ethnicity/race/nationality, age, abilities, and religion. 

“[V]arious forms of discrimination occur and function together and strengthen each other”, said 

Gudrun Schyman (“Gudrun om intersektionalitet”) in an interview for the party’s website (my 

translation here and henceforth). Schyman went on to say: “Misogyny, racism and homophobia, 

as well as discrimination based on disability, have the same roots… [Social] class is also 

included”. Margaret Gärding, FI’s candidate to the EU Parliament, extended the chain even 

further:  

 

 “The goal for feminist politics is to create a society where there will be a chance for 

 everyone to develop their full potential in equal interaction with others, independently 

 of sex,  gender identity, age, ability, sexuality, belief, skin color, ethnicity  or citizenship” 

 (“Margaret om intersektionalitet”).  

 

 Overall, FI summarized its own manifesto with Fannie Lou Hamer’s famous aphorism:  

“Nobody’s free until everybody’s free” (Feministiskt initiativ, 2014a).  

 As mentioned earlier, the case of FI is quite unique. A bright example of a new social 

movement that rejects traditional class politics and puts issues of cultural belonging on the 

agenda, it nevertheless operates in universalistic terms and sets broad goals. This thesis aims to 

provide an empirical contribution to the understanding of how third-wave feminist ideas and 

theories – most notably intersectionality – are implemented in political articulatory practice. FI’s 

important contribution to society is popularization of traditionally academic discourses. 

Academics are often (rightly) criticized for locking themselves in universities and laboratories 
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and isolating the debate from the general public. FI, whose top politicians such as Victoria 

Kawesa and Kenneth Hermele, too, come from academia, has made a phenomenal effort to 

respond to this criticism by framing their political program with the help of social theories. 

Consequently, there is a need to scrutinize the application of these theories in the political 

practice as well as discuss its effects.   

 

  

2.5. Concluding remarks  

Before proceeding to theoretical foundations of this thesis, it is important to say what it does not 

aim to focus on. It does not intend investigate feminist politics and feminist subject as a concept. 

Rather, my aim is to consider the signification of feminism as a political identity, i.e., the ways 

in which the signifier ‘feminist politics’ acquires meaning in the articulatory practice of FI. The 

research, therefore, contributes to the fields of identity politics, feminist studies, as well as 

communication studies. Instead of the traditional understanding of communication as a process, 

it can be approached as a generation of meaning; unsurprisingly, the semiotic tradition is strong 

in communication studies (Catt & Eicher-Catt, 2012; Fiske, 1990; Nöth, 1997). In consonance 

with such approach, the theoretical framework of this thesis is primarily based on discourse 

theory developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, situated within poststructuralist and 

post-Marxist frameworks. I attend to the discourse-theoretical approach in more detail in the 

following chapter.    
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3. Theoretical framework 

This chapter provides an overview of the theory of radical democracy and the discourse-

theoretical approach (DTA). Both were articulated by Laclau and Mouffe and thus share a 

common theoretical apparatus. After briefly defining radical democracy as a concept, I go on to 

discuss it from the perspective of feminist politics. DTA is approached with a more general 

outline of the field of discourse studies. In the DTA overview, a special emphasis is put on the 

notions of hegemony, antagonism, and chain of equivalence, which are of particular relevance 

for the thesis’s theoretical framework. Attending to each of these key theories and concepts will 

provide us with theoretical tools to approach the analysis of FI’s articulatory practice.  

 

3.1. Radical democracy and feminist politics  

The theory of radical democracy shares so many ontological and epistemological premises with 

intersectionality that Mouffe (1992, 1993, 1995) has repeatedly called for its mergence with 

feminist political theory. The term ‘radical democracy’ was introduced by her and Ernesto 

Laclau in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, where they sought to redefine left-wing politics 

based on the notions of liberty and equality. The approach can be summarized as “a form of 

politics that recognizes diversity and invites participation from a variety of social spaces”, 

leading to “the continual proliferation of new voices, new communities, and new identities” 

(Sandilands, 1993, p. 3). Radical democracy, therefore, is claimed to increase the level of 

political participation by enabling more citizens to take part in public decision-making (Cohen & 

Fung, 2004, p. 23). Laclau and Mouffe (2014) believed a radicalization of democracy would 

facilitate resistance to neoliberal discourse, which they accused of legitimizing inequalities and 

restoring hierarchical relations under the guise of defending individual liberty. The solution, the 

authors argued, is a radical expansion of social movements involved in the struggle of the Left. 

Laclau and Mouffe saw the ultimate goal of such expansion in deepening the ‘democratic 

revolution’; put simply, in applying the basic democratic principles – liberty and equality – to a 

whole new series of social relations.  

 The principles of liberty and equality are considered to be successfully extended as long 

as new political identities are articulated. Articulation of identities was one of Laclau and 

Mouffe’s major preoccupations. Mouffe (2005) argued that acquisition of a political identity 

presupposes expulsion of a surplus of meaning and, consequently, an establishment of 

difference: “In the field of collective identities, we are always dealing with the creation of a ‘we’ 
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which can exist only by the demarcation of a ‘they’” (p. 15). This is one of the key ideas to keep 

in mind when approaching the analysis of FI’s texts. Another important point for this study is the 

necessity to accept “the open, unsutured character of the social” (Laclau and Mouffe, 2014, p. 

176) and reject essentialism in order to articulate a political identity. This implies 

acknowledgment of the fundamental impossibility to fix ultimate social meanings. If meanings 

could be fixed once and for all, if objects around us had any special essence that those meanings 

could immediately express, no struggles for articulation of those meanings (which Laclau and 

Mouffe call hegemonic struggles) would be possible. The instability of meaning, on the contrary, 

opens up ways to construct new political identities based on alternative articulations.     

 The denouncement of essentialism and expansion of the scope of social struggles makes 

it possible to bring together the theories of radical democracy and intersectionality under a 

common denominator. From a poststructuralist perspective, which informs radical-democratic 

theory, a stable notion of woman encouraged by first- and second-wave feminisms is deeply 

problematic. It becomes, to use Saussure’s (1971) vocabulary, a signifier without signified; that 

is to say, the signification process fails because the sound-image does not link to any specific 

concept (see a description of Saussure’s theory on p. 22). We know from Derrida (1978) and 

Lacan (1994) that there is no ‘last word’, but a constant play of signifiers, which makes the 

signified slip out of reach. The word ‘woman’ is simply unable to signify anything but 

“particular women in particular situations” (Soper, 1990, cited in Mouffe, 1995). Soper rightly 

concludes (albeit in a critical manner) that the failure of signification of women results in the 

failure of construction of political community around women as such. Unlike Soper, Mouffe 

(1995) is positive about the effects of this logic, considering it an opportunity for a rearticulation 

of feminist politics: 

 “I argue that, for those feminists who are committed to a radical democratic politics, the 

 deconstruction of essential identities should be seen as the necessary condition for an 

 adequate understanding of the variety of social relations where the principles of liberty 

 and equality should apply” (p. 371).  

 In other words, rather than pursuing goals of “women as women” – a group with a shared 

identity, feminists should articulate their aims within a wider context of demands, struggling 

against various ways in which “the category of women is constructed in subordination” (Mouffe, 

1992, p. 382). Women should be understood in terms of overdetermined social agents in contrast 

to the reductionist approach to women as occupying a single subject position which is based on 

their gender identity. Akwugo Emejulu (2011, p. 385) points out that this would lead to 

“building of solidarity between and amongst subjects who recognize themselves as radical 
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democratic citizens”. Although these theoretical elaborations find little empirical support (nor 

disproof), Miriam Conejo (2011) shows how the association of transnational activism of disabled 

females with feminist struggle for human rights has facilitated their achievements in the United 

Nations, which the author considers a bright example of a coalition of oppressed groups.  

 For the analysis of the construction of feminist politics by the Feminist Initiative, the 

happy marriage between intersectionality and radical democracy is convenient. Whereas radical 

democracy is a more general idea of giving visibility to marginal groups, intersectionality is 

specific about which groups should be considered by policy-makers. Since intersectionality 

framed FI’s hegemonic articulation, I am interested in examining how the feminist subject was 

articulated, what subject positions it was ascribed and what links were constructed between them 

– overall, how the perspective of radical democracy informed the discursive formation (see the 

research questions on p. 9). In order to approach the analysis, I proceed to the discourse-

theoretical framework and translate the sociological theories of radical democracy and 

intersectionality into discourse-analytical terms.      

 

3.2. Discourse  

Discourse studies is a broad field within the social sciences, and approaches to discourse, as well 

as its definitions, are numerous. Linguistics-oriented approaches tend to emphasize the tight 

relation between language and social practice (Fairclough, 2006; Myers, 2012). Adherents of 

schools situated within critical discourse analysis generally agree on the dialectical relationship 

between discursive and social practices, regarding the latter as both constitutive for and 

constituted by the former (Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips, 2010, pp. 60-64). That is to say, 

discursive practices, on the one hand, facilitate reproduction of social identities and relationships, 

systems of knowledge, subject positions, and more generally, power relations (Fairclough, 2006, 

pp. 62-73); on the other hand, material representations of discourse shape discursive practices. 

There is only a limited amount of socially available subject positions for individuals; for 

instance, the relationships of parents and kids, doctors and patients, or employers and employees 

are to a large extent determined by the positions the individuals are fixed in, and the nature of the 

respective institutions (family, hospital, or enterprise). Both subject positions and the ‘nature’ of 

the institutions are to a large extent constituted (and limited) by discourse. Hence, critical 

discourse analysts are preoccupied by what Jan Blommaert and Chris Bulcaen (2000) described 

as “empowering the powerless, giving voices to the voiceless, exposing power abuse, and 

mobilizing people to remedy social wrongs” (p. 449).     
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 For Michel Foucault, discourses (in plural) are autonomous systems of rules that 

constitute subjects, concepts and truth regimes, produce knowledge and shape power (Howarth, 

2000, pp. 48-9). Put crudely, this postmodernist brand of discourse analysis is less preoccupied 

with social change and matters of oppression, but rather with the organization of systems of 

knowledge and subjects-objects disposition in a way that oppression can be conceptualized as 

oppression. From this perspective, for example, it would be less meaningful to make a statement 

about oppression of women than question the rules and institutional arrangements that determine 

such a statement as true in a particular historical epoch.   

 Foucauldian understanding of discourse is closer to the theoretical framework of Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe which I deploy in this study, most commonly known as 

poststructuralist discourse theory or a discourse-theoretical approach (DTA, as I shall refer to it 

henceforth). DTA has roots in structuralism, namely the works of Ferdinand de Saussure (1971), 

who critiqued the then-dominant conceptualization of a necessary relation between a word and 

its meaning. Put in Saussure’s terms, a linguistic sign consists of a sound-image – signifier – and 

a concept – signified. For instance, the sign ‘horse’ is represented by a signifier with a specific 

sound [hͻ:s], as well as the concept of a horse designated by the signified. For Saussure, the 

nature of the sign is arbitrary, i.e. there is no natural relation between the signifier and the 

signified, between words and ideas (Howarth, 2000, p. 19). What makes language meaningful, 

then, is the relation of a sign to other signs and its difference from other signs.  

 This serves a starting point for Laclau and Mouffe’s theory, which understands discourse 

as a “structured totality resulting from articulatory practice” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014, p. 91); 

put differently, an ensemble of articulated signifiers where meaning is constantly renegotiated. 

This is the way I, too, shall hereafter refer to discourse. In Laclau and Mouffe’s model, moments 

denote discursively articulated differences, while the signifiers that are not articulated within a 

given discourse are called elements. Elements have the role of floating signifiers, whose meaning 

is left unarticulated. Laclau and Mouffe (2014, p. 97) stress that the transition from elements to 

moments is never completely fulfilled, as discourse is a system of meaning which is only 

partially and temporarily fixed. The goal of any discourse is thus to dominate the field of 

discursivity – the surplus of meaning containing an infinite number of unarticulated elements – 

through the arrest of the flow of signifiers and construction of a center, or a privileged signifier, 

which Laclau and Mouffe call nodal point. For instance, the modern Western discourse on 

religious violence could include moments such as ‘despotism’, ‘terrorism’, ‘patriarchal’ and 

‘medieval’ to denote Islamism (Nilsson, 2014). Signifiers left outside the discourse – elements – 

could include ‘liberty’, ‘equality’, ‘secular’, ‘modern’, etc. (ibid.) To use Žižek’s (2008, p. 98) 

well-known example, ‘class struggle’ can be identified as a nodal point in discourse on 
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communism. The nodal point would then inform the meaning of moments: ‘democracy’ 

(understood as ‘real democracy’, not ‘bourgeois formal democracy’), ‘ecologism’ (struggle 

against destruction of nature as a result of profit-oriented economy), ‘feminism’ (struggle against 

exploitation of women caused by class-conditioned division of labor), etc.     

 DTA maintains that any social practice is articulatory, which implies that the whole 

social field is discursively constructed. That is not to say that there is no reality external to 

thought, as in Derrida’s (1978, p. 280) famous “there is nothing outside text” and “everything 

became discourse”. What Laclau and Mouffe (2014, p. 94) say is that nothing can be constituted 

as an object outside discursive formations: for instance, whether an earthquake is conceptualized 

as a natural phenomenon or as God’s punishment fully depends on a certain structuration of a 

discursive field. The notion of discourse informs other discourse-theoretical concepts which I 

shall address in subsequent sections.    

  

3.2. Hegemony and hegemonic projects 

There are many different ways of understanding hegemony in scientific and popular discourses. 

Developing their theory of hegemony, Laclau and Mouffe drew upon that of Gramsci (1971), 

who approached hegemony as consent and coercion rather than oppression. Gramsci envisaged 

the unification of narrow class interests in a new historical block of state, civil society, and 

economy, which would be capable of expressing a collective will with a national-popular 

character. Based on Gramsci, hegemony can be defined in DTA as 

 “the expansion of a discourse, or a set of discourses, into a dominant horizon of social 

 orientation and action by means of articulating unfixed elements into partially fixed 

 moments in a  context crisscrossed by antagonistic forces” (Torfing, 1999, p. 101).  

Hegemony leads to the creation of a social imaginary, which provides horizon for meaning and 

action structured around empty signifiers
1
 (Torfing, 1999, p. 115). The open and incomplete 

character of the social, organized through articulatory practices, inevitably leads to hegemonic 

struggles; in Gramscian terms, struggles for political and moral-intellectual leadership. In other 

words, it is the presence of floating signifiers and antagonistic forces, which articulate these 

signifiers differently, that leads to the emergence of hegemonic practices (Laclau and Mouffe, 

2014, pp. 120-8). Thus, we may talk about hegemony as long as a given articulatory practice 

                                                           
1
 Empty signifiers can be defined as signifiers whose meaning varies from one discourse to another – such as liberty, 

justice or family, which are understood differently in different discourses (e.g. liberty as ‘selfdom’ for conservatives 

and ‘equality of opportunity’ for socialists). 
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successfully institutes nodal points that partially fix the meaning of the social in an organized 

system of differences and articulates them into a common project (Torfing, 1999, p. 109; 

Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000, p. 14). For instance, the Russian revolution in October 1917 led to 

the establishment of the Communist Party’s hegemony based on a specific articulation of a class 

struggle, a strong antagonism to the bourgeoisie and the government, and the construction of a 

Communist society as a social imaginary. Yet, following DTA, one could say that the ultimate 

failure of the Communists to communicate political meanings shows that no hegemony can ever 

be complete.       

 Where a certain hegemonic practice of articulation has not (yet) brought us “from the 

undecidable level of non-totalizable openness to a decidable level of discourse” (Torfing, 1999, 

p. 102), we talk about a hegemonic project. Its aim is to “construct and stabilize systems of 

meaning” (Howarth, 2000, p. 110), which presupposes expulsion of any surplus of meaning 

which subverts the rationality and intelligibility of the subject. In the present study, the Feminist 

Initiative’s ambition to extend the feminist struggle into new areas of the social is conceptualized 

as a hegemonic project (I shall elaborate on this below).    

 It is important to introduce the logic of contingency when discussing hegemony. As 

Laclau and Mouffe (2014, p. 162) argue, hegemony leads to the construction of new social 

identities, yet there are no necessary links between ‘moments’ in a given discourse – on the 

contrary, it is always a result of hegemonic articulation. Anti-sexism and anti-capitalism, for 

example, can be tied together only as a part of a hegemonic project (for instance, socialist), not 

by any necessary links. It is the field of discursivity that prevents discourses from a full 

saturation of meaning around particular ‘moments’, both subverting existing discourses and 

creating new ones.       

 

3.3. Antagonism and chain of equivalence 

According to discourse theory, all social identities are relational and differential; according to 

Laclau’s (1996, p. 38) formula, identity = difference. Some ways of structuring the discursive 

field lead to articulations of mutually excluding identities. When the presence of an ‘Other’ 

prevents one from being totally itself (and vice versa), an antagonism emerges. For Laclau and 

Mouffe (2014, p. 137), social antagonisms are part and parcel of the social as such, and, 

therefore, unavoidable and even desirable in radical and plural democracy. Only in a sutured 

social space can identities be fixed in a system of differences and all antagonisms dissolved 

(ibid., p. 142). However, it is precisely the openness of the social that renders possible the clash 
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of opposing hegemonic practices of articulation. An antagonism, thus, is not only a danger to the 

subject, but the very condition of its existence. Laclau (1990) called this productive force a 

constitutive outside, i.e. a radical otherness that both constitutes and negates the limits of an 

identity. Put simply, in the field of collective identities a ‘we’ cannot exist without a ‘them’, as 

radical democracy theoreticians (see Mouffe, 2005) have pointed out. Hence, a constitutive 

outside, which affects the subject and produces its identity, affirms difference as a necessary 

condition of the social.  

 Here I would like to clarify the relationship between the Other and the constitutive 

outside. Laclau (1990) used the term ‘constitutive outside’ in the same sense as the Other, yet my 

analysis suggests distinguishing between them: the Other is represented by oppressive social 

structures and norms, whereas the constitutive outside is considered to be discrimination. The 

signifiers are different but at the same time refer to the same source: in FI’s hegemonic 

articulation, discrimination is the direct effect of structures and norms. I differentiate between 

them in order to highlight the role of discrimination as the act that produces the feminist subject, 

the result of structures and norms acquiring agency (see section 5.2). Structures and norms may 

indeed be the oppressive force, but the very mechanism of oppression is deemed to be 

discrimination, which I believe is important to underline.  

 Let me now turn to the concept of chain of equivalence. In short, it refers to a sequence of 

moments that are sorted and linked together in chains in contrast to other chains, and play both 

constitutive and subversive role for the subject. To use Torfing’s example (1999, p. 124), the 

discourse on the ‘Western civilization’ is constructed by exclusion of countries which are 

thought to be ‘barbaric’. Yet, the expanding chain of equivalence makes it clear that the only 

common characteristic between the other elements (Asia, Africa, etc.) is the negation of the 

Western civilization, their supposed ‘barbarism’, which empties both the signifier ‘barbarism’ 

(that ends up meaning simply ‘uncivilized’) and the ‘Western civilization’. Similarly, when the 

British Conservatives and the Labor emphasized their commitment to freedom and democracy 

during the Second World War, they eventually emptied these concepts as signifiers, or made 

them signifiers without a signified. This example also shows how the constitutive outside – 

Nazism – defined the content and limits of a democratic identity and its negative character. In the 

analysis, we shall see how a similar problem emerges in the Feminist Initiative’s hegemonic 

articulation.   

 Finally, I address Slavoj Žižek’s theorization of the subject via Lacanian psychoanalysis. 

Lacan (1994) famously theorized the so-called “mirror phase”, the moment when a baby of 6-18 

months old begins to identify what it sees in the mirror with its own body. This, on the one hand, 

produces pleasure (jouissance) of feeling a whole self; on the other hand, it causes trauma, as 
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from this moment the baby starts understanding the purely imaginary character of its identity 

and, moreover, the dependence of its identity on the imaginary representation, an alienating 

exteriority. Lacan thus subverts the idea of a stable subject based on autonomous ego. Using 

Lacan’s theory, Žižek claims that an articulating subject can never be a whole – in fact, it 

represents a constitutive lack. “The only possible definition of an object in its identity is the 

object which is always designated by the same signifier… It is the signifier which constitutes the 

object’s identity”, Žižek writes (2008, pp. 108-9). It is thus through articulation that the subject 

finds itself, however, with the price of the loss of its self-identity: as we know from Lacan, the 

play of signifiers always makes the signified slip out of reach, rendering complete signification 

impossible (Stavrakakis, 1999). The signifier ‘fascism’, for instance, may take dozens of 

different pejorative meanings, without even getting close to denoting anything specific. The 

identity is thus doomed to be unstable, split and alienated, causing suffering of the subject. Thus, 

the subject feels the desire for identification with the big Other in order to enjoy its own lost 

fullness. When projected on political analysis, it is more meaningful to talk about identification 

politics and not identity politics, as Stavrakakis (ibid., p. 30) points out. In other words, the 

constitutive lack of subject is compensated by continuous identification acts with socially 

available discursive constructions such as ideology (ibid.).   

 The idea of an elusive signified will be relevant when we consider FI’s construction of 

significant Other: I shall suggest that the identification has fundamental problems due to its 

inability to refer to anything but a pure signifier. However, before proceeding to the analysis, I 

shall attend to methodological and ethical issues.     
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4. Data and method 

This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first part I elaborate on the empirical material, 

justify its selection and explain the method of its collection. The second part presents the theory 

regarding my research method (methodology), followed by a description of the procedure of 

analysis (method). The chapter is concluded by remarks on the project’s validity, replicability, 

and limitations.   

 

4.1. Data  

As pointed out in the literature review (see pp. 11-2), the increasing role of social networking 

sites in election campaigning (Anduiza, 2009; Dimitrova et al., 2014) makes it timely to include 

digital content within the focus of research. This is especially the case of Sweden, a country 

characterized with a high penetration of digital media (Nordicom, 2014). The empirical material 

of this study is thus a middle-sized, specialized corpus of texts (51,394 words, see table 1 on  

p. 28), which compiled textual materials from:  

 1) FI’s official website www.feministisktinitiativ.se, making up about 90% of the data. 

The website was chosen as a main source of data as it provides easy access to a wide range of 

campaign materials. Besides, websites provide an opportunity to express political stances and 

articulate identities more explicitly compared to traditional forms of agitation such as leaflets. 

When quoting fragments from the website materials in the analysis, I shall refer to the full name 

of the document in brackets;   

 2) Posts from the party’s Facebook page http://www.facebook.com/feministisktinitiativ. 

The collected Facebook posts comprise a one-month period prior to the Election Day (14
th

 

August–14
th

 September 2014). This is normally the period of intense campaigning when parties 

and candidates seek to communicate their election platform to voters; hence, it is the most 

appropriate period to study discourse of the campaign. When the posts contained a link to an 

article written by one of the party’s top candidates for mass media, this article was also included 

in the corpus. Quoting fragments from the Facebook page, I shall refer to the party’s name and 

the year of publishing, as well as provide a letter that should help easily find the source in 

references.  

 

  

http://www.feministisktinitiativ.se/
http://www.facebook.com/feministisktinitiativ
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Table 1. FI election materials corpus 

Text name Words 

En feministisk politik 413 

Feministisk antirasism  1919 

Feministisk antirasism (fördjupning) 351 

Nationella minoriteter  324 

Migrationspolitik 1356 

Välfärd som verktyg 415 

Välfärd som verktyg (fördjupning)  741 

Ekonomi för en hållbar utveckling 625 

Ekonomi för en hållbar utveckling (fördjupning) 1248 

En ny syn på arbete 2423 

En ny syn på arbete (fördjupning) 789 

Argumentationsguide för rasifierade feminister kombinerad med insiktsguide för andra! 690 

Gudrun om intersektionalitet 96 

Margaret om intersektionalitet 231 

Sissela om intersektionalitet 339 

Feministisk ekonomi  3999 

En jämlik skola 2337 

Hälsa och sjukvård  1837 

Sexualitet, sexuell och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter 2930 

Sexualitet, sexuell och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter (fördjupning) 598 

Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot kvinnor och våld i nära relationer 5213 

Samhällsbyggnad och bostadspolitik 1154 

Kultur är livet självt 1181 

Kultur är livet självt (fördjupning) 969 

Makt och media (fördjupning) 352 

Sport och fritid (fördjupning) 280 

Hållbar utveckling är en förutsättning för välfärd 2793 

Syn på brott och straff 2145 

Funktionshinder och funktionsnormer 2437 

Reformer av det politiska arbetet 687 

En feministisk syn på säkerhet 2559 

Internationellt samarbete 946 

Articles announced on Facebook page 1976 

Facebook posts 5041 

Total 51,394 

 



29 
 

 Looking into the content of FI’s official page on Facebook is particularly interesting, as 

they outperformed other Swedish parties in the intensity of use of social networking sites in pre-

election campaigning (Ölmedal, 2014). Unlike Twitter, Facebook provides an opportunity to 

express political opinions and clarify stances more extensively, which is an important distinction 

for a study that deploys a discourse-analytical framework. As for Instagram, which was another 

popular social networking site during the election campaign in Sweden, the content of FI’s 

account mostly repeated the content of their Facebook page. Limiting the social media data to 

the content of Facebook, which makes up around 10% of all the empirical material, is therefore 

deemed sufficient.   

 The data were collected manually by copying and pasting texts from the web and 

Facebook pages. The procedure for processing the data is described in section 4.2. As the 

original language was mostly Swedish (except for the text “Election platform” translated into 

English and other languages by FI), fragments quoted in this thesis are translated by me.    

 The corpus texts are united by their belonging to the same form (inherently persuasive) 

and genre (electoral communication). This makes the data adequate and representative for 

investigation of the discursive construction of feminist politics, the main framework FI used in 

their hegemonic articulation. Below methodological considerations are presented with respect to 

the theory on method and the procedure of analysis.    

 

4.2. Methodology and method 

With the study set to explore the meanings prescribed to feminist politics in FI’s online 

campaign materials, discourse analysis appeared a logical choice as a research method. Out of 

various discourse-analytical approaches, DTA was chosen due to its valuable theoretical 

apparatus for analyzing the construction of a political identity in an antagonistic relation to a 

significant Other through hegemonic articulation.   

 My first step in incorporating social scientific theories into a discourse-analytical 

framework, following Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips (2010, p. 158), was to transform the 

theories by “translating” them into discourse-analytical terms. My operationalization of DTA 

suggests considering feminism as an empty signifier whose meaning depends on the articulation 

of feminist politics, which I conceptualize as a contingent hegemonic formation. Therefore, what 

interests me is the hegemonic articulation of feminist politics (RSQ1) and its significant Other 

which supposedly delimits the feminist identity (RSQ2).  

 As Marianne Winther-Jørgensen and Louise Phillips (2010, p. 4) point out, “[i]n 
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discourse analysis, theory and method are intertwined and researchers must accept the basic 

philosophical premises in order to use discourse analysis as their method of empirical study”. 

Nevertheless, to say that one employs DTA is hardly enough to make clear how the analysis is 

carried out. Laclau and Mouffe confine themselves to a rather scant apparatus, which offers a 

toolbox with few theoretical concepts, some of which we have considered in the previous 

chapter. Needless to say, there is no single way of employing DTA. This is both a challenge and 

an opportunity for researchers using it: lacking a clear algorithm, they have to carefully design 

an analytical procedure that would fit their specific research purpose. Carpentier & De Cleen 

(2007) consider DTA as leaning heavily towards a macro-textual and macro-contextual approach 

as opposed to more traditional methods of textual analysis, such as socio-linguistics, rhetorics, 

and critical discourse analysis. Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe do not regard discourse simply as 

textual representations of social practices, but reject the distinction between the discursive and 

non-discursive. The former includes not only the linguistic component, but a wide range of 

social practices, relations and institutions, sedimented in an “institutional ensemble of rules, 

norms, values, and regularities, which we take for granted in our everyday life” (Torfing, 1999, 

p. 70). (To illustrate, it was not until recent decades that the deconstruction of the concept of 

family has exposed its highly heterosexist bias and, consequently, the inherently political roots of 

family as an institution, which were ‘forgotten’ after the patriarchal character was generally 

accepted.) Thus, in order to make use of discourse theory, one has to take into account the 

(discursively constructed) reality outside the text per se. Researchers employing DTA thus find 

themselves on a slippery ground: they risk neglecting social structures on the one hand and 

overlooking their textual representations on the other hand.   

 Discourses are extremely complex systems of meaning, and discourse analysis is clearly 

distinct from traditional social-scientific research methods. It can be related to what Bent 

Flyvbjerg (2005) calls a phronetic model of social science, understood as a “reflexive analysis 

and deliberation about values and interests aimed at praxis” (p. 38). Flyvbjerg is insightfully 

critical of social-scientific theories that are inspired by natural sciences, with their clear approach 

to objects under study and statistical modelling. He juxtaposes the traditional social-scientific 

strive for discovering laws that govern social action against the production of “reflexive analyses 

of values and interests and of how values and interests affect different groups in society” (ibid., 

p. 39). This echoes the discourse-analytical claim against absolute and universal knowledge, 

which stems from the impossibility of a “context-free, neutral base for truth-claims” (Winther-

Jørgensen & Phillips, 2010, p. 175).  

 Since in discourse analysis theory and method are closely interlinked, these seemingly 

abstract philosophical premises directly inform the method of obtaining scientific knowledge. 
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The rejection of a purely rationalistic scientific approach has implications for the method, which 

leans towards deliberation rather than a clearly defined set of actions aimed at truth-seeking. My 

procedure, therefore, can be more precisely summarized as iterative in-depth text reading. The 

analysis of the discourse was divided into three parts, which are elaborated below in order to 

ensure the transparency and replicability of the study: 

1. Deconstruction of the feminist subject. The question I asked at this stage was “What 

positions were the subject of feminist politics said to take?” Two intentions drove my analysis 

here: 

 To explore how the role of an essentialist notion of woman as an unproblematic and 

identifiable entity gradually diminished in FI’s articulation through deployment of 

intersectionality; 

 To expose the range of articulated subject positions by analyzing what intersections 

between social categories were made salient in the corpus.  

 The intertwinements of gender with race, sexuality, disability, class, and age were 

specifically addressed as most noticeable in the corpus. I show how FI acknowledges the 

numerous subject positions an individual may take in different situations depending on the 

individual’s multiple cultural and physical belongings: 

 In the cases of gender and race as well as gender and sexuality, FI’s approval of 

polyphony of voices in the feminist movement was stressed and illustrated. Thereby the 

deconstruction of womanhood as a holistic entity was brought to light.    

 Furthermore, analyzing the intersection between gender and sexuality in FI’s hegemonic 

articulation, I drew attention to the tendency to replace the notion of ‘woman’ with that 

of ‘people’, rearticulating the problem of discrimination of women as a part of broader 

discriminatory tendencies in society. This supported the suggestion that women as a 

stable category play a minor role in the discourse on feminist politics. Besides, ‘free will’ 

was identified as a master signifier that structures the discourse on sexual politics. Sexual 

politics was understood as a state protection of liberty and right for various expressions 

of a body.   

 I highlighted FI’s criticism towards the perception of people with disabilities as a single 

entity. With the help of this example, it was underscored that FI considers the number of 

subject positions practically infinite. 

 Exposing the intersection of gender and class, I underlined that FI tries to play down the 

class component in their articulation. Thus, the fundamental difference of the feminist 
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ideology, as opposed to older ideologies addressing the issues of a class-based society, is 

asserted. 

 Finally, I attended to the category of age. This was linked to sexuality by demonstrating 

how children’s and the elderly’s sexuality is said to be muted in society. I argued that the 

intersection rested upon the Foucauldian speaker’s benefit, whereby the liberation from 

the oppressive structures was supposed to be achieved by articulating the forbidden and 

non-existent.    

 The analysis helped understand the principles of a new division of the social field 

demarcated by FI, where gender as a category of analysis was complemented with a number of 

other categories. As a result, I was able to show that the feminist subject is conceptualized as a 

radical-democratic citizen with equal rights, as opposed to a woman with a female ‘essence’. 

Nevertheless, the deconstruction of womanhood was always consistent. The inconsistency was 

further scrutinized and discussed.   

2. Construction of a new chain of equivalence. Having shown how the discursive 

deconstruction gives visibility to a great deal of discriminated groups, I proceeded to the analysis 

of articulation of feminist politics as an umbrella term for various social struggles for the rights 

of these groups. Such articulation was made possible through the expansion of equivalential 

logic that had brought those struggles together. Thus, the expanded meaning of feminism 

embraced not only the struggle for the rights of women, but also for the rights of immigrants, 

racial minorities, people with disabilities, etc. The question posed at this stage was “What nodal 

points had FI instituted in the discourse to fix the meaning of feminist politics?” Once again, by 

nodal points I understand salient signifiers that structure meaning in texts. I sought to identify 

nodal points that were meant, on the one hand, to sustain the expanded chain of equivalence, 

while on the other hand acknowledging the differences that exist within the feminist collective 

identity. Eventually, two such nodal points were found: ‘human rights’ and ‘experience of 

oppression’. This led me to a discussion where I present a constitutive outside of the feminist 

identity – discrimination – and consider the implications of such discursive formation for 

feminist politics. The discussion was intended to answer the first research sub-question (RSQ1) 

by showing the discursive mechanisms behind the expansion of the signifying chain.   

3. The construction of an antagonist. This final step in my hegemonic intervention helped 

answer the second research sub-question (RSQ2). Here my goal was to shed light on who or 

what was understood to be the significant Other that impeded the feminist identity from its full 

realization. Identification of the antagonist was crucial for the understanding of the FI’s 
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hegemonic project, given DTA’s point of departure that any identity comes into existence only 

when juxtaposed against an external force. Two criteria were set to identify the antagonist (after 

Howarth, 2000):   

 1) It should prevent the social agent from attaining its identity;   

 2) The social agent constructs it as a foe deemed responsible for this failure.   

 Accordingly, the basic question I posed prior to the analysis was “What is constructed as 

‘us’ and ‘them’ in the discourse?” Given FI’s emphasis on antiracism, I assumed that the 

antagonist should be sought among political forces commonly described as extreme-right. 

However, it soon became clear that far-right movements played only a supportive role in the 

identity formation, whereas, in fact, social structures and norms were ultimately blamed for 

discrimination and oppression of the feminist subject. Hence, a concordance analysis, i.e. an 

analysis of the semantic context (see the procedure below) of the words ‘structures’ and ‘norms’ 

was conducted. I was primarily interested in what function was ascribed to them in the texts, 

what they were said to be and do, and what adjectives and verbs were used along with them. I 

concluded that structures and norms are constructed as the ultimate antagonistic force, acquiring 

agency and impeding the realization of feminist politics. In a critical discussion, which followed 

this final stage of analysis, I call into question the possibility of a negative identification with 

such inherently unrepresentable subjects as structures and norms.   

 I consider discussions in sections 5.1.4, 5.2.4, and chapter 6 to be the most important part 

of the present study, as they can be a valuable contribution to the debate not only on feminist 

politics, but, more broadly, on the inclusion of marginal groups into the democratic process. For 

the sake of clarity of the text structure, there is no single concluding discussion but two separate, 

following the second and third stages of analysis respectively.    

 Above I have referred to concordance analysis as one of the tools supporting my 

discourse-theoretical inquiry. Indeed, previous studies (e.g. Baker & McEnery, 2005; 

MacDonald et al., 2015) and theorizations (Baker, 2006) have provided evidence of how basic 

elements of quantitative analysis (namely, from corpus linguistics) can support claims stemming 

from discourse analysis. This is particularly helpful in the analysis of larger corpora of texts, like 

the one used in this study, albeit to be handled with care. In this study, two quantitative 

techniques – concordance analysis and keyword analysis – were used to navigate through the 

texts. Freeware AntConc, an analogue of the better-known but costly Wordsmith, was used for 

quantitative operations with data. Let me attend to both analyses in detail.   

 Keyword analysis. By keywords I understand the unusually frequent words in a given 

corpus compared to a reference corpus. To obtain a keyword list, AntConc conducts log-

likelihood test on each word from a given corpus and assigns it a keyness value; the higher the 
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value, the stronger the keyness of that word (for the use of log-likelihood tests for corpus 

comparison, see Rayson & Garside, 2000). As a reference corpus, to which the data were 

compared in order to identify unusually frequent words, two corpora of modern Swedish 

language, recommended by Gothenburg University (“Språkbanken”), were used: August 

Strinbergs brev (1,507,268 tokens) and ASPAC svenska (773,648 tokens). Thus, table 2 (see p. 

35) presents a list of unusually prominent words in FI’s election materials compared to their use 

in modern Swedish language.   

 The table presents the top 30 results of the keyword analysis of FI’s materials and their 

translation into English. It should be noted that only lexical words, i.e. nouns, verbs, adjectives, 

and adverbs, were taken into account. Function words such as prepositions and pronouns were 

disregarded. The first column (Rank) numbers the keywords in the order they appear in the 

analysis results based on keyword strength. The second column (Word) presents each keyword. 

The third column (Frequency) indicates the number of times a certain word appeared in the 

corpus. The last column shows a keyness value.   

 Concordance analysis was carried out to take a closer look at the context of broader 

discursive patterns that were identified by keyword analysis and during text reading. 

Concordance is simply “a list of all the occurrences of a particular search term within a corpus, 

presented within the context that they occur in” (Baker, 2006, p. 71). It is arguably one of the 

handiest techniques of looking at the context of use of words, which enables sorting a list of 

words with same lemmas one by one. An example of concordance analysis of the adjective 

mänskliga [human] – one I shall address further in the analysis – is presented in figure 1. All in 

all, concordance analysis was employed for an easier navigation through the texts and simpler 

access to a relatively large amount of data.      

   

  Figure 1. Sample results of concordance analysis of a word 
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Table 2. Keywords (most salient lexical words) in the corpus 

Rank Word Frequency Keyness  

1 Kvinnor [women] 164 1026.752 

2 Initiativ  169 1016.704 

3 Sverige [Sweden] 158 974.825 

4 Våld [violence] 132 807.424 

5 Människor [humans] 120 742.367 

6 Rättigheter [rights] 88 548.767 

7 Personer [people] 87 535.867 

8 Diskriminering [discrimination] 66 431.181 

9 Barn [children] 88 406.110 

10 Resurser [resourses] 61 380.935 

11 Perspektiv 58 344.376 

12 Män [men] 58 339.558 

13 Hbtq [LGBTQ] 49 333.185 

14 Samhället [the society] 55 330.376 

15 Sexualitet [sexuality]  54 329.511 

16 Arbete [work] 66 305.618 

17 Stöd [support] 56 300.083 

18 Politik [policy] 54 291.131 

19 Möjligheter [opportunities] 46 284.048 

20 Kön [sex] 52 269.627 

21 Samhälle [society] 51 269.594 

22 Rasism 41 267.855 

23 Riksdagen (the Swedish Parliament) 45 266.589 

24 Miljarder [billions] 42 264.966 

25  Arbetet [the work] 43 249.232 

26 Normer [norms] 33 215.590 

27 Jämställdhet [equality] 32 209.057 

28 Möjlighet [opportunity] 39 205.977 

29 Funktionsnedsättning [disability] 31 202.524 

30 Politiken [the policy] 34 196.861 
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4.3. Remarks on reliability, validity, and limitations 

The complexity of discourse analysis as a theory and method were discussed above. This section 

presents some reflections on the reliability of the analysis, stemming from the peculiarities of 

discourse analysis.  

 The most obvious criterion of research validity within the traditional paradigm is whether 

or not its results adequately represent ‘reality’. As discussed earlier, posing question in such a 

way would be considered rather naïve by social constructionists (including discourse analysts), 

who assert the multiplicity of social imaginaries and a blurred – or, in some approaches, 

inexistent – border between the discursive and the non-discursive. From this perspective, an 

assessment of research validity can present certain difficulties. Winther-Jørgensen and Phillips 

(2010) suggest approaching discourse analysis and its validity from within the paradigm that 

understands social-scientific research as a quest for critique and “unmasking of dominant, taken-

for-granted understanding of reality” (p. 176). From the discourse-analytical perspective, such 

denaturalization is primarily understood as an exposition of contingency and a deconstruction of 

objectivity of discourses (ibid., p. 186).   

 The articulatory practice of FI is critical and deconstructive: the party challenges the 

notion of women as a single entity and shows contingent links that constitute womanhood (see 

section 5.1.1 in the analysis). FI adheres to the same procedure as discourse analysts do, which 

sometimes makes hegemonic intervention a somewhat uneasy task. However, since any political 

articulation, according to DTA, ultimately presupposes a temporary arrest of meaning that flows 

around contingent signifiers, FI cannot go on with consistent deconstruction and has to articulate 

a specific hegemonic formation: feminist politics. My goal as a discourse analyst is not to 

demonstrate the ‘truth’ about feminist politics or its supposed real essence that was maintained 

or misinterpreted by the Feminist Initiative. Rather, I aim to expose the contingency of this 

discursive formation and show how this particular mode of articulation has become possible.    

 A few words need to be said about the study’s reliability, which I approach as its 

replicability. Much was said in previous paragraphs about the variety of ways to deploy 

discourse analysis, including DTA. It cannot be guaranteed that two researchers who employ 

DTA to study a certain object will get exactly the same result. However, the detailed research 

description in section 4.2, which includes information on data gathering and step-by-step guide 

to analysis, enable a similar – if not identical – set of results to be obtained, and thus secure the 

study’s reliability.       

 A couple of remarks concern more practical issues of the analysis. My initial expectation 

was that the most salient signifiers obtained with the help of keyword analysis could also be 
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considered the nodal points of discourse. However, it soon became clear that linking the precise 

results of a quantitative inquiry to the qualitative theoretical toolbox of DTA would be 

methodologically inadequate. More text-oriented discourse-analytical approaches, such as 

critical discourse analysis, may benefit from incorporation of corpus-linguistic techniques. Yet, 

trying to narrow down DTA, with its heavy reliance on abstract theoretical concepts, to 

quantitative calculations would be simply reductionist. Hence, keyword analysis was merely 

used to highlight interesting areas for investigation in the corpus and provide me with references 

when identifying particular signifiers of the discourse as nodal points, rather than as a step of the 

analysis per se
2
.   

 A certain confusion about the translation of the Swedish term feministisk politik from 

Swedish into English should also be noted. It may mean both ‘feminist policy’ and ‘feminist 

politics’, and both terms recur in academic literature. In this study I prefer the latter, as with their 

project FI mean a comprehensive way of thinking (politics) rather than stances on particular 

issues (policy)
3
.  

 Regarding keyword analysis, it should be noted that the idiosyncrasy of the Swedish 

language, where new words can be formed by simply merging two separate words (e.g. kvinna 

[woman] + hat [hate] = kvinnohat [misogyny]) emerged as an obstacle in calculating the salience 

of words in the data. For instance, the indefinite form ‘a woman’ – en kvinna – is written 

differently compared to the word’s definite form ‘the woman’ – kvinnan. While there is no 

semantic difference between the two words, it is not possible to count them as a single word 

when conducting the automatic analysis, which imposes limitations on its results. However, 

since the result of keyword analysis was subjected to close scrutiny and was not automatically 

used to draw conclusions, these limitations are not significant for the final result of the analysis.      

 On a more general, final ethical note, I would like to express my solidarity with the claim 

that social research is a form of social act (Deacon et al., 2007). Albeit being limited in certain 

respects, as any other study, due to the choice of method and research design, it aims at 

contributing to “widening of our common understanding and knowledge of the social processes 

and institutions which frame our lives” (ibid., p. 378). With these considerations in mind, I shall 

proceed to the analysis.        

  

                                                           
2
 Repeated technical collocations (dela det här avsnittet [share this section], visa fler [show more], fördjupning [read 

more], ladda ner [download], whose high frequency is explained by the digital origin of the data, had been deleted 

manually in order not to hinder obtaining meaningful results 

3
 I am grateful to Minoo Alinia for providing me with clarification on this matter. 
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5. Analysis and discussion  

  

5.1. The feminist subject 

In the first part of the analysis I seek to light the contingency of the discourse on feminist politics 

which framed FI’s election campaign. I address both the construction of the feminist subject and 

the chain of equivalence that holds together its various elements. Once again, I approach 

‘feminism’ as an empty signifier, whose meaning depends on structuration of the discursive field 

in a certain way. Somewhat surprisingly, the very collocation feministisk politik [feminist 

politics] was used in the corpus only six times (excluding the titles of FI’s program documents), 

which is obviously not enough to provide an adequate understanding of its meanings. That is 

why a more comprehensive look at the declared goals and values is presented to examine what 

feminist politics was about.     

 

5.1.1. Deconstructing womanhood  

I have approached the analysis by stating that FI attempted to deconstruct the homogeneous idea 

of a woman. The party’s articulatory practice is informed by an acknowledgement of the 

complexity of the social world which is not reducible to interactions of individuals situated in 

fixed subject positions. FI’s starting point is that women’s identities are not constituted solely by 

their gender identities, and not all women are affected by social ills in the same way: “[Our] 

focus on women’s rights does not mean that we consider all women the same or that the 

mechanisms of gender order have the same consequences for everyone” (“En feministisk 

politik”). In other words, FI does admit the overdetermined nature of the subject: “Most of us are 

privileged in some respects, but subordinate in others” (“Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot kvinnor och 

våld i nära relationer”). “Feminism”, one of the party’s leaders Sissela Nordling Blanco stressed, 

“does not only mean that one pays attention to the inequality between women and men, but also 

to hierarchies existing between women” (“Sissela om intersektionalitet”).   

 What recurring subject positions structure the discourse? First and foremost, FI touches 

upon links between gender and race. It is stated that “racism and fascism occur together with 

antifeminism and misogyny” (Feministiskt initiativ, 2014b). In order to challenge this, the party 

suggests taking a “feminist, antiracist perspective in political debate so that these perspectives 

permeate every part of politics”, as well as “make visible how gender structures and racist 

structures strengthen and maintain each other” (“Argumentationsguide för rasifierade feminister 
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kombinerad med insiktsguide för andra!”); overall FI is “driven by a feminist antiracist policy” 

(ibid.). In a curious document named “Argumentation guide for racialized feminists”, FI 

intervenes in polemics with more traditional feminists who argue for a common sisterhood (see 

literature review). The document is a rare example of such polemics at such level and in such an 

institutionalized context as a national election campaign. In the document, FI takes a clear stance 

in a long-lasting feminist debate, arguing for a differentiated approach to womanhood and 

claiming that “a feminist movement that does not take racism seriously is not quite liberating.” 

Moreover, they state that “a movement aiming at liberating everyone must be prepared for hard 

discussions within the movement instead of trying to mute critical voices.” In this quotation the 

link between FI’s strategy and the radical-democratic theory that celebrates diversity of struggles 

becomes clear. I shall return to this discussion in subsequent sections.   

 Another important intersection in FI’s texts concerns gender and sexuality. In the 

program document Sexualpolitik [Sexual politics], where FI is most elaborative on these issues, 

the notion ‘woman’, in effect, stops playing the key role. Instead, FI operates with the entity 

‘people’. The discourse on sexual identities is organized around the signifier ‘free will’, thus 

arguing for the right of the subject to define their agency at all levels. First, on the level of self-

definition and performativity (my emphases):  

 “The Feminist Initiative wants to see a world where people can freely define and 

 express their sex and where everyone has the right to make decisions regarding their own 

 body”  (“Sexualitet, sexuell och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter”).  

 “The Feminist Initiative’s vision on sexuality and sexual rights is that everyone has a 

 self-evident right to express their sexual identity and sexuality in the way they want 

 and to live in accordance with these requirements” (ibid.). 

The second level concerns the official recognition of instability of subject positions at a state 

level: 

 “FI will assist everyone living in Sweden to be entitled to the same gender 

 reassignment treatment and the right to change their legal gender without being required 

 to be sterile or unmarried” (“Sexualitet, sexuell och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter”). 

 “FI will work to ensure that minors’ gender change is legally recognized and they have a 

 gender reassignment treatment after a customary investigation” (ibid.). 

 The signifier ‘free will’ therefore goes hand in hand with the signifier ‘legal recognition’, 

as both ultimately evoke the concept of rights in the context of feminist politics (see further 
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discussion in section 5.1.2).  

 It is notable that the deconstructive logic is framed as “sexual politics”, a term primarily 

associated with second-wave feminist touchstone Kate Millett, who operated with what today we 

would call essentialist categories (see literature review, pp. 14-6). Whereas for Millett sexual 

politics meant a powerstructured arrangement whereby one group (men) dominates the other 

(women) based on sex and gender, for FI sexual politics is articulated as a state guarantee of 

liberty and right for various expressions of one’s body. Such an expanded interpretation not only 

renders it possible to include a larger number of social groups in the signifying chain of sexual 

politics (compared to traditional feminist interpretation), but also makes the state an inseparable 

subject of sexual politics.  

 The third noteworthy intersection concerns people with disabilities. Once again, FI 

addresses needs of disabled people in general; women as a different identity is practically absent 

in the text. “People with disabilities often suffer from prejudices about their sexuality and often 

have poor access to youth clinics and maternity care”, FI states, linking disability to parameters 

such as sexuality, age, and gender. Attention to women is drawn sporadically, usually to 

emphasize their particular experience as part of the disabled as a group (my emphases): 

 “People with disabilities have been historically subjected to a comprehensive control in 

 sexual  matters, even in Sweden. This took, for example, the form of forced sterilization, 

 which mainly affected women” (“Funktionshinder och funktionsnormer”).    

 “[FI] supports innovation, establishment and development of companies whose products 

 cater fulfillment of goals of accessibility [policy], with particular regard to women's 

 needs” (ibid.) 

Furthermore, FI goes as far as to deconstruct people with disabilities as a homogenous group: 

“[i]t is important not to homogenize the group of people with disabilities because it 

consists of a  great diversity. Yet, the diversity is composed not only by the diversity of 

disabilities that exist,  but, just like the rest of the population, categories such as sex, 

gender identity, age, sexuality, religious belief, skin color, ethnicity and citizenship play 

role” (“Funktionshinder och funktionsnormer”). 

 This remarkable quotation shows that FI understands the number of subject positions as 

practically infinite – the words “such as”, followed by a list of categories, indicate that the 

diversity includes but is not limited to these categories. In the literature review (see p. 16) the 

problem of the quantity of ‘lines of difference’ was observed: one of the theoretical problems 
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with intersectionality is the uncertainty about how much should be covered by the analysis. In 

the above-cited fragment, FI makes a step towards acknowledging that intersectional 

deconstruction effectively does not have any precise limits.   

 The fourth interrelationship FI pays attention to is between gender and class. Class is 

often mentioned in the corpus among other categories of differentiation such as race, sexuality, 

and disabilities. “[It is] a systematic error to consider class as a non-gendered category”, 

claimed one of the party leaders Gudrun Schyman (Feministiskt initiativ, 2014c). Schyman went 

on to explain that income inequality and the “unpaid work that women are expected to do and do 

at home” leads to the emergence of two “whole new social classes”: men and women. FI, 

essentially, is engaging in theoretical discussion with classical left-wing movements: 

 “Within the traditional party politics class is the basic analytical tool for understanding 

 structures of  society. The concept of class is too limited and incapable of shedding light 

 on the patriarchal, heteronormative and racist structures that unequally distribute 

 resources and power in Sweden and in the world” (“En feministisk politik”) 

 Despite bringing class to the center of attention, FI, in fact, tries to play down its 

importance. Class is tellingly absent on the keyword list (see table 2 on p. 35). FI stresses that 

there are more important dimensions to keep in mind in policy analysis, for instance the category 

of race/ethnicity: 

 “In the mainstream debate the housing segregation is often explained in terms of class 

 difference… The segregation can’t be detached from the racist structures that exist in the 

 society, but must be seen as the result of a structural discrimination against immigrants 

 and persons with a foreign background” (“Samhällsbyggnad och bostadspolitik”). 

 Generally, although social class features among the structural axes of inequality, it is 

barely FI’s priority. On the contrary, the scarce attention paid to class can be considered a 

novelty brought by the feminist ideology to the “mainstream” political debate. It is largely by 

retreating from the social class perspective that FI asserts its ideological difference, contributing 

to construction of the ‘we’-‘they’ opposition.  

 Finally, there is a certain, albeit not substantial, focus on the category of age. Once again, 

here FI refers to ‘people’ rather than ‘women’. Age is hardly thematized, except for a few 

separate occurrences, and is usually simply mentioned amongst other categories considered 

above. For instance, it is addressed in FI’s program concerning sexual politics: 
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 “Children’s sexuality today is often a taboo and is thus poorly addressed by child care. 

 Older  people’s sexuality is often ignored despite the fact that bodily changes caused by 

 aging have many real consequences for sexuality, both physically and mentally” 

 (“Sexualitet, sexuell och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter”). 

 Drawing attention to the intersection of age and sexuality, FI maintains that the lack of 

attention to the young and the elderly’s sexualities shapes a particular power structure, with 

beneficiaries and losers. Interestingly, the solution that FI implicitly suggests in the above-cited 

passage is articulated in line with what Foucault (1978, p. 6) called the “speaker’s benefit”: being 

able to articulate the prohibited, the nonexistent, the silenced, FI places itself outside the reach of 

power and therefore appears to liberate itself from the space of suppression.      

 In the majority of occurrences, however, the category of age is not directly addressed, but 

just mentioned. It is a peculiar, broader pattern of FI’s discursification of intersectionality. A 

closer look at the context of the use of intersectionality-related signifiers (LGBTQ, sexuality, 

disability, class, age, etc.) indicates that they tend to form clusters. That is to say, rather than 

addressing each of these groups specifically, FI tends to unite them into a single list of categories 

of people with seemingly similar needs. The tendency was particularly strong in the case of the 

signifier LGBTQ, with 41 occurrences of being linked to other social groups as opposed to only 8 

occurrences when it was specifically addressed. A few examples are listed below (my 

emphases): 

 “Every human being has the right to be given space and opportunity independently of 

gender, class, sexuality, disability, ethnicity or age to learn and develop throughout their 

life through cultural expression”  (“Kultur är livet självt, fördjupning”). 

 “People of color talking about racism, women who talk about sexism, LGBTQ people 

talking about heterosexual norms and the gender binary, working class who talk about 

class, there is a long list of groups who are often accused of overreacting, being 

sensitive, aggressive or angry when they try to shed light on injustices” 

(“Argumentationsguide för rasifierade feminister kombinerad med insiktsguide för 

andra!”). 

 “The education of pre-school and after-school centers should have a mandatory gender, 

disability, LGBTQ and antiracist perspective” (“En jämlik skola”). 

 “Students' choices after compulsory education today are largely gendered, but students 

are also affected by factors related to class, ethnicity, skin color and religion” (ibid.). 
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 At first sight it seems that FI, indeed, sets the intersectional agenda, acknowledging the 

variety of subject positions among people in general and women in particular. However, quite 

often such enumeration in fact belies the contrast in attention that FI pays to particular social 

groups. Some categories – primarily gender, sexuality, and ethnicity/race, – evidently interest FI 

more, whereas others – such as class and age – are scrutinized to a much lesser extent. This 

suggestion is confirmed by keyword analysis (see table 2 on p. 35), where only a few lexical 

words that have to do with intersectionality – such as ‘LGBTQ’ and ‘sexuality’ – gain much 

more prominence than others. I would like to stress this observation, because it shows how an 

application of intersectionality in politics can stand in stark contrast to its theoretically declared 

goals. Whereas nothing in the theory of intersectionality says about a hierarchy of ‘axes of 

differentiation’, FI’s articulatory practice clearly indicates the opposite. What remains an open 

question is to what extent the ideals of intersectionality can be realized on a political level.    

 Intriguingly, FI’s deconstructive approach is not always consistent. As we have seen, the 

party generally agrees with the postmodern-feminist critique of the stability of gender categories 

(in line with the Lacanian notion of a subject as a lack), which was considered in the literature 

review. Nevertheless, in topics such as income inequality, violence, and (unsurprisingly) birth 

and pregnancy, FI reifies the stable notion of ‘women’ as opposed to men. Such inconsistency at 

times produces a peculiar blend of radical-feminist, liberal-feminist and postmodernist 

discourses. Consider as an example FI’s stance on violence against women, which is said to stem 

from the culturally defined notion of masculinity: 

 “Gender power relations are a comprehensive, global structure, which implies that men 

 as a group are superior to women as a group. It does not mean that all men have more 

 power  than women in all situations. Everyone can be inferior in once sense while being 

 superior in the other. But it is important to see that there is a structure that provides 

 benefits to men just because they are men, and that this structure cuts across all social 

 classes” (“Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot kvinnor och våld i nära relationer”). 

 Radical-feminist discourse manifests itself in the articulation of social structures as male-

dominated, where masculine power is asserted through violence, and the primary victims of the 

violence are women. Compare this to the claim by the early radical feminist Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton: “Society as organized today under the man power, is one general rape of womanhood, 

on the highways, in our jails, prisons, asylums, in our homes, alike in the worlds of fashion and 

work” (cited in Dubois, 1981, p. 123). To be sure, Stanton’s point of view is far more radical, but 

the same discursive elements are apparent in FI’s articulation. Having stated man’s superiority, 

FI softens its own utterance by adding that subject positions are many, thus drawing on a 
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postmodern-feminist discourse. This, however, is once again followed by a reference to a 

“structure” that empowers all men independently of class.  

 When FI touches upon questions of economic and occupational inequality, liberal 

discourse comes into play; FI retreats from the deconstructive approach and begins operating in 

terms of a gender binary: 

 “Pensions’ accrual basis [should] change and become equal between women and men” 

(“En ny syn på arbete”). 

 “Resources and efforts (insatser) should be equally distributed between women and 

men” (“Feministisk antirasism”). 

 “FI will ensure that the personnel involved in disability care are educated about gender 

issues and are commissioned to actively work towards an equal distribution of efforts 

(insatser) between women and men” (“En jämlik skola”). 

 Issues of education, employment, and incomes of women compared to men have indeed 

traditionally been the preoccupation of liberal feminists (e.g. Friedan, 1963; Mason, 1988; 

Walter, 1998). What makes FI give up its deconstructive approach and operate in terms of 

second-wave feminism? It could be speculated that addressing the whole range of feminist 

schools of thought in their articulation (as opposed to addressing third-wave feminism only) was 

intended to bring FI more votes and was practiced in order to make the electoral communication 

more efficient. Postmodern feminism, in effect, takes fluidity of the social, its instability and 

contingency, as a point of departure. This may have served a refreshing perspective for scientific 

research; however, it brings difficult problems for articulation in the context of modern political 

communication which is so much about framing (see Entman, 1993; Lakoff, 2004). Entman 

(1993) defined framing’s aim as a promotion of “a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (p. 52). A successful 

political articulation is thus deemed to be simple, clear, and specific, which is inherently 

contradictory to the postmodern world outlook. It is likely that inclusion of radical-feminist and 

liberal-feminist discourses was tempting for FI as they provide clear definitions, interpretations, 

evaluations and treatment recommendations. In this fashion, the structural indistinctness of 

postmodern-feminist discourse was compensated by an appeal to other, better-defined discursive 

formations. My intention here is not simply to state that FI failed to consistently articulate third-

wave feminist ideas; quite possibly, it was not their goal to be fully consistent. Rather, I would 

like to draw attention to the seeming incompatibility between the postmodern (including third-

wave feminist) outlook and the rules of play in contemporary electoral communication. The 

ultimate question here is in what way we, who are concerned with articulation of postmodern 
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ideas, can promote them on a political level? Can the postmodernist agenda be framed, and if so, 

how? Discourse analysis is not the most appropriate research method to answer this question; 

hence, it can’t be answered in this thesis. Further research, perhaps with the use of framing 

analysis, is needed to understand the ways these meanings can be communicated to voters. As 

for the FI case, it is important to support this study’s findings with in-depth interviews of the 

party’s campaign management to get a more precise idea of their intentions in blending 

discourses in the articulation of feminist politics.    

 

5.1.2. Universality: Human rights 

Out of all the findings presented above, let us turn attention here to two, which are most relevant 

for the analysis. First, we have seen that despite certain self-contradictions, FI leans towards 

third-wave feminism, deconstructing womanhood as a single entity and often operating within 

more universal terms of ‘people’ or ‘humans’ (människor). Indeed, keyword analysis 

demonstrates that människor is a one of the most salient signifiers in the corpus (see table 2 on p. 

35). Secondly, I have noted the that the state is subjectified as an actor providing ‘legal 

recognition’ of a fulfilment of a ‘free will’ – two organizing signifiers in FI’s articulation of 

sexual politics. It is no surprise that the signifier ‘rights’ – effectively, a free will that needs legal 

recognition – becomes another prominent keyword for the articulation of a feminist politics by 

FI.   

 These signifiers ‘people’ and ‘rights’ form an organic whole in the corpus. Concordance 

analysis reveals that in 47% of occurrences, the word rättigheter [rights] is linked to the word 

mänskliga [human], forming the collocation “human rights” – often in terms of judiciary 

discourse, stressing the link between normative regulations and social practice. This manifests in 

a number of utterances (my emphases): 

 “FI works for Sweden to ratify ILO convention 169 on indigenous peoples’ rights [as 

well as] increasing the Samis’ right for self-determination, and for the UN Indigenous 

Declaration to be implemented as Swedish law” (“Feministisk antirasism”). 

 “The first step towards the arrest of the continuing discrimination of persons with 

disabilities is to seriously start working in accordance with the UN Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which came into force in Sweden in 2009” 

(“Funktionshinder och funktionsnormer”). 

 “Sweden has committed itself to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 

Geneva Convention on Refugee Rights. Yet Sweden has repeatedly violated human rights 
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by deporting  people to countries where their human rights are not respected” 

(“Feministisk  antirasism”). 

The evidence that human – as opposed to women’s – rights were emphasized seems to 

confirm the aforementioned suggestion that, in spite of feminism’s traditional preoccupation 

with women’s issues, FI generally tends to go beyond the traditional articulation of feminist 

politics as a platform for struggle for the rights of women as women. In order to test this 

hypothesis, I conducted a concordance analysis to identify the context in which the signifier 

‘human rights’ occurs. Out of 48 occurrences, only nine were directly associated with women, 

women’s rights, and gender equality, such as (my emphases): 

 “FI will work to remove the two-year rule from the Act on Foreigners, as it violates 

 women's human rights” (“Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot kvinnor och våld i nära 

 relationer”). 

 “Every society committed to a work for human rights and gender equality should 

 therefore actively discourage sexist objectification and challenge stereotypes about 

 gender” (ibid.). 

 By contrast, in 37 cases the signifier ‘human rights’ was used in a broader, universalistic 

sense, including all the people (my emphases):      

 “Feminist Initiative works for everyone’s human rights” (”Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot 

 kvinnor och våld i nära relationer”). 

 “The European Convention on Human Rights, which has been Swedish law since 1995, 

 states that everyone has the right to respect of their [private] correspondence” (“Syn på 

 brott och straff”).   

 Even when talking about sexual abuse, FI does not refer specifically to women, but uses 

more general nominations:  

 “You make your own decisions regarding your body and who you want to have sex with. 

 This is a human right… We want the judiciary system and the police to be educated about 

 sexual  violence, issues of equality and human rights so that the victims of crimes would 

 be properly treated” (Feministiskt initiativ, 2014e, my emphasis). 

 Touching on people involved in prostitution, FI underlines that it is not exclusively a 

women’s issue: 
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 “Measures against prostitution often depart from the idea that the one who sells sex is a 

 woman and the one who buys sex is a man. Even though those buying sex are 

 predominantly male, there is also a considerable amount of boys, men and transsexual 

 people  who sell sex” (“Sexualitet, sexuell och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter”). 

 As for the word människor [humans, people], it was used 185 times in comparison to 313 

occurrences of the word woman in various lexical forms. Given that we are considering the 

discourse of a feminist party, I tend to believe that this is quite a large ratio of the more universal 

notion of humans compared to a more specific notion of women.  

 I stress this semantic opposition because it has a tight relation to two opposite 

conceptions of feminist politics: radical-democratic and sexually differentiated (see theoretical 

framework, p. 18). By articulating the feminist subject through the notion of human rights and by 

talking about ‘people’ nearly as much as about ‘women’, FI clearly aims at reshaping the 

feminist identity in line with the radical-democratic conception of feminist politics. As Chantal 

Mouffe (1995) argued,  

 “[f]eminist politics should be understood not as a separate form of politics designed to 

 pursue the interests of women as women, but rather as the pursuit of feminist goals and 

 aims within the context of a wider articulation of demands” (p. 329). 

 Thus, my point here is that FI tries to dominate the field of discursivity by articulating the 

feminist subject through deployment of the notion of human rights, which is therefore the first 

nodal point in FI’s articulation of feminist politics. The nodal point both contributes to 

organizing the discourse on a broad basis and helps transform the meaning of feminist subject 

from a ‘female’ to a ‘citizen’ based on a universalistic liberal discourse. This in turn enables the 

inclusion of more groups into the feminist struggle and an articulation of a new, broader 

collective identity. This identity is based on a chain between feminism, antiracism, struggle for 

the variety of gender and sexual identities, and the support for people with various realities of 

their body that may manifest in aging or disability.  

 How does such universalism comply with FI’s declaration to give visibility to muted 

voices? Human rights are not an exclusively feminist concept; moreover, FI does not prescribe it 

a meaning which would make it radically distinct from more traditional discourses such as 

liberal or socialist. In order for the “muted voices” to be heard, something more has to be 

articulated to ensure that feminist politics is more than just another hegemonic project based on a 

universal rationality. The question, then, is where the universal stops and the particular begins. 

This is a question I address below.   
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5.1.3. Particularity: Experience of oppression  

FI has repeatedly emphasized its ideological independence over the course of the campaign: “We 

need a new political force that challenges old ideologies in the Riksdag. That is why an 

ideologically independent feminist party is needed” (Feministiskt initiativ, 2014f). This rather 

illogical and self-referential statement is a bright illustration to how the hegemonic feminist 

identity is asserted in relation to an external object, whose role is performed by the ‘old’ 

ideologies (see the next section). By contrast, FI repeatedly asserts itself as a party that would 

bring in “a whole new dimension: rigor based on experience and proximity (my translation: 

“erfarenhet och närhet”, Feministiskt initiativ, 2014g). What is understood by experience and 

proximity?  

 Things are less clear with the latter than with the former. The signifier ‘proximity’ is 

simply not linked to any signified; in all of its five occurrences in the corpus, it is related to 

‘experience’ in the same way as in the above-cited quotation. In fact, it is so poorly articulated 

that its translation into English (proximity, closeness, nearness) is rather arbitrary; it is not clear 

whether proximity is understood in a geographical, personal or whatsoever sense. For this 

reason, I shall not focus on this signifier further in the text.          

 The signifier ‘experience’ is better elaborated in the material and is therefore of more 

interest. It appears in various contexts, which, according to the concordance analysis, are 

predominantly negative. Let us consider the kinds of negative experiences that FI talks about. 

First and foremost, the experience concerns discrimination and oppression (my emphases): 

 “All of us have different experiences and body memories of discrimination and 

oppression” (“Margaret om intersektionalitet”). 

 “…Feminist antiracist politics which stem from women’s different experiences of 

subordination in a patriarchal society” (“En ny syn på arbete”).   

  “Research shows that mental illness is higher among foreign-born individuals than 

among natives. It suggests that past traumas, but also racism, everyday discrimination, 

experiences of injustice and degrading treatment have effects on the physical and mental 

health” (“Rätt omsorg oavsett kön”). 

 Besides, FI specifically touches upon the experience of exclusion from the mainstream 

public sphere (my emphases): 

 “Many racialized women in Sweden and in other places, where whiteness gives power 

and privilege, have an experience of being silenced, excluded or told to “calm down” 
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when they raise issues of racism” (“Argumentationsguide för rasifierade feminister 

kombinerad med insiktsguide för andra!”). 

 “The argument that criticisms “split” [the feminist] movement has enabled the exclusion 

of certain experiences and interests within the movement” (ibid.). 

Negative experiences are also said to be caused by violence and abuse, as well as trauma (my 

emphases): 

 “Women searching for asylum will be given visibility as well as adequate help and 

support to overcome the experiences of violence and abuse” (“Feministisk antirasism”). 

 “FI will conduct a comprehensive study that produces a feminist analysis of the causes 

and consequences of women's increased rates of mental illnesses and sick leaves. The 

investigation must start from an intersectional perspective, focusing on gender and 

ethnicity aspects and experiences of trauma” (“Rätt omsorg oavsett kön”). 

 We may see that the FI’s understanding of experience – which is placed at the core of 

feminist politics – is fairly close to that of the standpoint epistemology: as a unique knowledge 

stemming from “devalued and neglected” (Harding 1991, p. 121) women’s lives, used “as 

grounds to criticize the dominant knowledge claims, which have been based in the lives of men in 

the dominant races, classes, and cultures” (ibid., p. 121). Given FI’s emphasis on differential 

positioning of women in relation to each other, FI’s concept of feminist politics matches with 

Nira Yuval-Davis’s (1997) notion of transversal politics:  

 “[F]rom each positioning the world is seen differently, and thus… any knowledge based 

 on just one positioning is 'unfinished'... People who identify themselves as belonging to 

 the same collectivity or category can be positioned very differently in relation to a whole 

 range of social divisions (e.g. class, gender, ability, sexuality, stage in the life cycle etc.)” 

 (pp. 94-5).  

 Thus, different experiences of subordination, discrimination, oppression, exclusion, 

abuse, and violence – which I shall summarize and refer to as ‘experience of oppression’ – is the 

second nodal point in the discourse on feminist politics. It helps FI differentiate between the 

groups whose human rights are promoted with feminist politics, as well as assert its ideological 

difference. If human rights, as I showed in the previous section, is the discursive ‘glue’ that helps 

fasten various social movements together in a common political project ‘feminist politics’, then 

the centrality of each of those movements’ experience of oppression reclaims the knowledge of 

marginalized groups and ensures a polyphony of voices in the political claim-making.   
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 In line with standpoint epistemology and the notion of transversal politics, perspective 

emerges as an important concept for FI’s hegemonic articulation. The output of the keyword 

analysis indicates that this, indeed, is one of the most salient signifiers in the corpus (see table 2 

on p. 35). A unique perspective is produced by the experience of oppression and stresses the 

differential approach of feminist politics (my emphases): 

 “We also want the official antidiscrimination plans to actively involve a national 

minority perspective” (“Argumentationsguide för rasifierade feminister kombinerad med 

insiktsguide för andra!”). 

 “FI will work to ensure that all those involved in the justice system undergo mandatory 

training with gender, antiracist and LGBTQ perspective, and that courses in these areas 

becomes mandatory at all law schools” (“Syn på brott och straff”). 

 “As a feminist social movement, the Feminist Initiative considers it extremely important 

to ground all poverty and all solidarity work from an antiracist and postcolonial gender 

perspective” (“Internationellt samarbete”). 

 Perspective, therefore, becomes an essential part of the logic of the feminist project. If the 

feminist subject is produced by the experience of oppression, then an articulation of the 

oppressed subject’s demands requires taking on its unique perspective. FI sees this as an 

opportunity for opening up the domain for questions that can be discussed in terms of freedom 

and equality. Albeit such logic would seem fair from the perspective of reclaiming the 

knowledge of oppressed groups, it has one substantial flaw, namely, its full dependence on the 

antagonistic force. I elaborate on this problem in the discussion section.  

 

5.1.4. Discussion: Towards a radical-democratic feminist politics 

In the case of FI, we seem to deal with what Mouffe (1993, p. 13) labeled a “particularized 

universalism”, meaning the importance of an open expression of differences in politics for the 

sake of expanding the application of the universalistic notions of equality and liberty. I have 

identified two nodal points in the discourse on feminist politics: human rights, which broadens 

the sphere where feminist politics is applied, and experience of oppression, which acknowledges 

the variety of voices within the social movement, each with their own unique experience and the 

knowledge that arises from this experience. Here I discuss theoretical implications of such 

structuration of the discursive field.  

 Human rights are a universal concept that is not rare in political discourse, yet it is a non-
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gendered concept. Its deployment in FI’s articulatory practice shows, first of all, that FI’s 

hegemonic articulation tends to approach women as citizens with equal rights rather than 

subjects with a supposedly unique female essence. It appears to be in consonance with the 

radical-democratic approach, which claims that  

 “we no longer have a homogeneous entity ‘woman’ facing another homogeneous entity 

 ‘men’, but a multiplicity of social relations in which sexual difference is always 

 constructed in very diverse ways” (Mouffe 1992, p. 373).    

 Secondly, the feminist subject is articulated as a citizen who is aware of the oppressive 

power of the structures and is ready to confront them so that the subject’s civil rights get 

recognition. The signifier experience of oppression refers to the knowledge and experience of 

traditionally marginalized groups, not least within the ‘womanhood’, – people with various 

gender and sexual identities, ethnic backgrounds and bodily experiences. Because oppression 

concerns literally everyone (“All of us have different experiences… of discrimination and 

oppression”, “Margaret om intersektionalitet”), such articulation enables the construction of a 

chain of equivalence that sustains the umbrella concept of feminist politics. The chain of 

equivalence includes all the groups that have suffered from oppression. A peculiar contradiction 

here is that what the subject struggles against is precisely what constitutes it as a subject.   

 Let me attend to this point in more detail. An articulation of the feminist subject as a 

radical-democratic subject, whose rights are violated, implies that there has to be an external 

antagonistic force that produces the experience of oppression. I shall address the force in the 

section 5.2. Here I would like to consider the instrument of oppression – discrimination – to 

which FI draws much attention in their campaign materials. As keyword analysis shows (see 

table 2 on p. 35), discrimination is, indeed, one of the most important signifiers in the corpus. 

The articulation of discrimination as an act of undermining feminist politics means that it 

threatens the position of the identity within the discursive field. At the same time, discrimination 

constitutes this identity: put crudely, without discrimination the feminist identity, whose 

articulation by FI is based on experiences of oppression, would not be possible. Consequently, 

discrimination becomes the constitutive outside of feminist politics. Paradoxically, this means 

that by fighting discrimination, the feminists effectively fight the crucial premise of its own 

subjectivity.   

 This suggestion should become clear once we address Žižek’s theorization of the political 

subject (see theoretical framework on pp. 25-6). If the subject is a lack, it can only come into 

existence through a negative identification with the significant Other; we clearly see this 

tendency in the frequent use of the adjective ‘antiracist’ along with ‘feminist’ in the description 
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of policy proposed by FI. The difficulty in finding a signifier that would denote feminism and 

feminist politics is remedied by negation. Viewed from such angle, discrimination can be seen as 

constitutive of both equivalence and difference of feminism, the two necessary conditions for a 

hegemonic articulation from discourse-theoretical perspective. Consequently, not only is the 

feminist subject delimited by the antagonist, but also dependent on it, as it holds together the 

chain of equivalence that underlies the hegemonic project and constitutes the feminist subject as 

such. Besides, equating the oppression of women with oppression of other social groups makes it 

possible to include more groups into the hegemonic project and collective identity.   

 What implications does this have for the hegemonic project of feminist politics? I have 

discussed in the theoretical framework how an outside can both constitute and disembowel an 

identity: remember the case of the UK during WWII, when adherence by both major political 

parties to the signifiers ‘democracy’ and ‘freedom’ as opposed to ‘Nazism’ narrowed down the 

signified ‘democracy’ and ‘freedom’ to simply ‘anti-Nazism’ (Torfing, 1999). I consider this, 

too, to be the case with FI’s hegemonic articulation. Paradoxically, by radically expanding the 

chain of equivalence to everyone who has suffered from discrimination, FI limits the feminist 

identity to the signified ‘anti-discrimination’; in effect, every victim of discrimination could be 

considered a subject of feminist politics. This takes feminism even further away from its strict 

original meaning – the struggle for women’s rights – and articulates feminist politics on a whole 

new, extremely broad basis. It would be fruitless to discuss whether such transformation brings 

more benefits or harm to the feminist movement. Obviously, there is no single way of 

understanding and defining feminism, and one’s opinion about FI’s rearticulation of feminist 

politics would be informed by their stance towards feminist goals per se (for an overview of 

feminist debates, see pp. 14-6). However, what can be discussed at a theoretical level – albeit 

this is not the aim of this thesis – is whether FI’s comprehensive understanding can be countered 

by more traditional feminist schools of thought that still inform the notion of feminist politics in 

the West. (I primarily refer here to liberal feminism and its focus on equality between definable 

categories of ‘men’ and ‘women’ in politics and business.)   

 At the level of political practice, FI’s articulation poses a number of uneasy questions on 

a global scale. Let us not forget that FI is a political party that saw success in a society where 

nearly half of the voters consider themselves feminists (Olsson & Alfredsson, 2014). Yet, as FI 

argues for a global solidarity against discrimination, it is important to question how its ideas 

could function in countries distinct from Sweden. In other words, the question is whether FI’s 

broadened understanding of feminist politics can be appropriated in countries where even that 

narrow, traditional understanding of feminism – as a struggle for equal opportunities of an 

unproblematic entity of women juxtaposed to an equally stable entity of men – is rejected. 
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Feeling sympathetic for postmodernist deconstruction finally entering the political domain, 

should we not put into doubt the ability to problematize gender boundaries on a political level in 

cultural contexts where strict gender roles is a basis of the social structure and a part of everyday 

life? Even agreeing with the social-constructivist critique suggesting that ‘woman’ is a discursive 

construct rather than a biological ‘species’, we understand that society has developed 

mechanisms to distinguish between women and men. Can we then simply ‘skip’ the decades of 

struggle for the equality for women – in whatever way society defines this group – that have 

paved the way for third-wave feminism? Can we operate in terms of a radical-democratic, 

gender-neutral citizenship before the exclusion of women from the public sphere is 

acknowledged and specifically addressed? Certainly, these questions are too grand to provide a 

definite answer in this thesis, and they clearly go beyond this study’s aim, yet I consider it 

important to pose them. Undoubtedly, one of FI’s important contributions to the feminist debate 

is raising this discussion and making us think of how this broadened articulation of feminist 

politics could be applied outside Sweden.      

 

5.2. The antagonist 

In this section I seek an answer to the second research sub-question: What is constructed as an 

antagonist to feminist politics and in what ways does it impede and make possible such 

politics? Introducing the concept of chain of equivalence, Laclau and Mouffe (2014, p. 160) 

bore in mind the necessity for the Left to rearticulate their identity in order to reclaim a moral-

intellectual leadership. The authors saw the solution in a construction of a new and extended 

system of equivalences that would establish division of the political space on a new basis. An 

inevitable condition for a successful articulation of a political identity is an identification of the 

Other which constitutes and delimits the identity (Laclau, 1996; Mouffe, 2005). Drawing on 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, David Howarth (2000, p. 105) suggests two interdependent 

conditions for the emergence of a social antagonism:   

 1) The social agent is unable to attain its identity due to the presence of an antagonist;   

 2) The social agent constructs an ‘enemy’ deemed responsible for this inability.   

 I use this as guiding criteria for identification of the antagonist of feminist politics. I 

begin by considering what ideology is said to be the antagonistic force. Discovering that political 

actors as such do not play a significant role in FI’s articulatory practice, I focus on the use of 

signifiers ‘structures’ and ‘norms’, which are said to block the feminist identity. The section is 

concluded with a discussion on the fundamental problems of such identification for feminist 
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politics. 

 

5.2.1. What ideology for the Other?  

It was shown above that FI had attempted to expand the signifying chain of feminism by 

articulating new elements into the hegemonic project of feminist politics. Despite the declared 

strive for equal rights, FI does not speak strictly of a left-wing project. The elements of the chain 

– the struggle for the rights of women, people of color, the disabled, the elderly, the ecologists, 

as well as sexual and ethnic minorities – suggest that the friend-foe cleavage transcend the 

traditional political division of a class-based society. Let me return to this quotation from one of 

FI’s program documents published on their website as an illustration: 

 “Within the traditional party politics, class is the basic analytical tool for understanding 

 the structures of a society. The notion of class is too limited and incapable of illuminating 

 the patriarchal, heteronormative and racist structures that distribute resources and 

 power  unequally in Sweden and in the world” (“En feministisk politik”).     

What ideology and what society can challenge those structures? Here is how FI argues for the 

new, feminist ideology: 

 “Discrimination, sexism and racism are not derived from class oppression and 

 capitalism. These social ills can be enhanced by these structures, but will not 

 necessarily disappear in a socialist society. Neither can liberalism, with its focus on 

 individual rights, sufficiently address structural inequality… For all of these reasons, 

 an ideologically independent feminist party is needed” (“Election platform”). 

 We see that both socialism and liberalism are deemed unable to solve the issues at core of 

a feminist politics. Despite the rather vague contour of the antagonist in the quoted fragments 

(see also subsection 5.2.2), FI did construct the ‘we-they’ opposition more explicitly in other 

texts; ‘us’ being the feminists (understood as subjects who enjoy universal rights and have 

particular experiences of oppression) and ‘them’ being far-right movements. The latter were 

represented by nationalist party Sweden Democrats (SD), which saw an impressive rise in the 

2014 elections (FI claimed to be “the clearest opposition to the SD”, Feministiskt initiativ, 

2014g) and the ultra-nationalist Party of the Swedes. The antagonism between extreme right-

wing ideology and feminism is repeatedly (and dogmatically) stated:  
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 “Fascism and nationalism are always accompanied by limitations of the rights of women 

and LGBTQ persons” (Feministiskt initiativ, 2014b); 

 “Misogyny, homophobia, racism, fascism, and nationalism go hand in hand. FI 

challenges all of this” (Feministiskt initiativ, 2014b); 

 “Nazism and racism gain ground, and those paying the price are us who are the target of 

their hate and us who demonstrate against [them]” (Svensson et al., 2014). 

 It is thus Nazism, fascism and nationalism (which in their turn form a sort of chain of 

equivalence in FI’s discourse) that are explicitly proclaimed to be the ideological foes of feminist 

politics. Paradoxically, however, the respective signifiers are poorly presented in the corpus; 

each of them appears only four times in various lexical forms (e.g. fascism, fascists, fascistic, 

etc.). If so little attention is paid to someone so important for the self-identification, it is 

legitimate to question whether these ideologies are the actual big Other. In fact, FI itself points at 

the blurred line between friends and foes with a somewhat unusual frankness:    

“Everyone is characterized with racism because we are a part of a racist society. The 

majority don’t want to be labeled as racists, but one’s actions and way of thinking can be 

racist, whether one wants it or not” (“Argumentationsguide för rasifierade feminister 

kombinerad med insiktsguide för andra!”). 

 Judging from the above quotation, everyone in society appears to a certain extent guilty 

in being racist without even noticing, which can be said to go in line with FI’s general 

antiessentialized approach to identities. That is to say, racism is not ascribed to only one social 

group (which would make it, in discourse-analytical terms, a sutured and self-defined totality), 

but considered to be dispersed in society. Indeed, if society as a whole is “racist” – and racism 

threatens the project of a feminist politics – then the antagonist cannot be represented simply by 

one social group. But who is it? My reading of the data suggests that the question should instead 

be put as ‘what is the antagonist’. In the below section I demonstrate how structures and norms, 

not ideologies and political actors, are subjectified and constructed in antagonistic relation to 

feminist politics.   

 

5.2.2. The structural Other 

In contrast to political parties and ideologies, the signifiers ‘structures’ and ‘norms’ were quite 

salient in the texts, with the latter being twenty-sixth on the keyword list (see table 2 on p. 35). 

The corpus contains 54 occurrences of the words structure/structures/structural (struktur / 
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strukturen / strukturer / strukturell / strukturella) and 84 occurrences of various semantic forms 

of the word ‘norm’ meaning social norms (norm / normer / normal / normkritik / normkritisk / 

normkritiska / normkritiskt).   

 A closer look at collocations containing the root struktur- gives a clear idea of the context 

where it was predominantly used. FI uses, albeit never clearly defines, ‘structure(s)’ in the 

postmodern, inherently academic sense (not alien to the theoretical framework of this thesis) as a 

set of complex relationships that organize and reproduce a social system. The intersections 

between different structures have been often underlined (my emphases):      

 “We are going to show that feminism is not some special marginal interest, but a 

political force that is going to break down patriarchal, sexist, and racist structures”
 
 

(“Feministisk antiracism”). 

 “FI is working to challenge the established and discriminatory structures that maintain 

ethnic privileges in society… and to make visible how gender and racist structures  

strengthen and maintain each other” (“Feministisk antirasism”). 

 “We do so because the Social Democrats, the Left Party and the Green Party have a 

broader understanding and analysis of the structural problems of inequality and racism. 

The Red-Green block understands that structural problems need structural solutions” 

(Schyman, 2014b). 

 Concordance analysis of the word ‘strukturer’ [structures] reveals that it was 

predominantly used as an acting subject, a subject with agency. Abstract, depersonalized 

structures come to life and effectively become social agents per se. Namely, they are said to: 

 strengthen other structures (“Feministisk antirasism”); 

 interact with other structures (“En jämlik skola”); 

 create conditions for discrimination at a workplace (“En ny syn på arbete”);  

 subordinate certain groups systematically (“En feministisk politik”); 

 assign men and women different positions (ibid.); 

 maintain ethnic privileges in society (“Feministisk antirasism”) 

 distribute resources and influence inequitably (“En feministisk politik”); 

 create power imbalance in society (“En jämlik skola”); 

 separate individuals (ibid.); 

 provide men with benefits just because they are men (”Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot 

kvinnor och våld i nära relationer”); 

 manifest in the concentration of power (“Internationellt samarbete”). 
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 We see how structures are said to “subordinate” and “separate” individuals, as well as 

“maintain”, “strengthen”, and “interact with” and each other, etc. If feminist politics is based on 

the discursive construction ‘human rights’, then these subjectified structures hinder the feminist 

politics and prevent the feminist subject from attaining its identity. FI’s ultimate claim is that 

their ‘true’ antagonists are not nationalist or fascist political movements; the party sees another 

subject behind them – structures: “Perhaps the most important knowledge is that... one can never 

stay outside social structures,” said FI’s co-leader Sissela Nordling Blanco (“Sissela om 

intersektionalitet”).   

 It is, however, unclear what the signifier ‘structures’ is supposed to express; there is no 

obvious concept (signified) behind it. Above I have made clear what the structures are said to do; 

in table 3 the adjectives used together with the word ‘structures’ are presented in order to 

understand what they are said to be.    

 

Table 3. Adjectives used with the word “structures” in the corpus 

Adjective Occurrences (N) 

Power 9 

Racist 8 

Sex (kön) 3 

Patriarchal 3 

Social 2 

Discriminatory 2 

Sexist 1 

Heteronormative 1 

Deep 1 

Various 1 

New 1 

Global 1 

Comprehensive 1 

Socioeconomic 1 

Colonial 1 

 

 Judging from this data, ‘structures’ are constructed in a way that is completely opposite to 

the feminist subject with the acknowledgment of its difference regarding gender (structures are 

“patriarchal” and “sexist”), race/ethnicity/nationality (“racist” and “colonial”), sexuality 
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(“heteronormative”), and class (“socioeconomical”). Being what they are described to be, 

structures are a blocker of the collective feminist identity situated at the intersection of the 

abovementioned categories. Structures are a serious enemy, described as “deep” and 

“comprehensive”, and function on a global scale. Most notably, structures directly relate to 

power and shape the power, albeit “power” as such remains a vague and unattended signifier in 

FI’s campaign materials. Yet, structures are not the only foe.   

   

5.2.3. The normative Other 

A closely related concept to structures in FI’s articulation is norms. I maintain that norms 

together with structures are constructed as the antagonist of feminist politics. As with structures, 

I shall begin by considering the grammatical context of using ‘norms’ as a signifier. Based on 

that, I shall draw conclusions on the function of norms in FI’s articulatory practice and its 

implications for the project of feminist politics.   

 Table 4 shows that the adjectives denoting norms are neutral or pejorative. Most of them, 

however, relate to feminist politics (as discussed above) in one way or another.  

 

Table 4. Adjectives used with the noun ‘norm(s)’ [norm/normer] in the corpus 

Adjective Occurrences (N) 

Gender 5 

Cultural 4 

Social 3 

Heterosexual 3 

Sexual 2 

Oppressive 2 

Patriarchal 1 

Destructive 1 

Function (funktionsnormer) 1 

Gender-binary 1 

White 1 

Western 1 

Stronger  1 

New 1 
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 Norms are said to promote a white, western, gender-binary, heterosexual standard, also 

regulating physical abilities; a standard which is ultimately oppressive, patriarchal and 

destructive, for example: 

 “Persons who violate gender and sexual norms can be made invisible and punished in 

different ways” (“Sexualitet, sexuell och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter”). 

 “Today oppressive gender norms are maintained at the state level and those who violate 

gender norms are often subjected to violence and stigma as well as suffer more from 

poverty” (ibid.). 

 “If you, like us, wish [to live in] a society where every person is free to live their life 

beyond the norms of masculinity and femininity, whiteness, abilities and sexual 

orientation, we have the policies to reach those goals” (Schyman, 2014a). 

 FI makes clear that all of the groups united in the project of feminist politics suffer from 

norms which set exclusionary standards. They contradict to feminist politics and, therefore, are 

understood as its enemy. Norms can be social or cultural, but, importantly, they are constructed. 

To illustrate, here is how FI approaches the issue of masculinity and violence: “What we 

associate with masculinity is governed by cultural norms, not biological conditions” 

(”Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot kvinnor och våld i nära relationer”).     

 Considering how norms are constructed in the texts as a subject and an object can help 

understand its discursively ascribed function. As with structures, FI subjectifies norms which 

become a social agent per se. Norms are said to (my emphases):  

 ”underlie abusive treatment” (”En jämlik skola”);  

 “contribute to limiting women's and girls' space in public” (ibid.);  

 ”permeate media, its content and appeal” (”Kultur är livet självt”); 

 “affect young people’s notion of their body and sexuality” (“Sexualitet, sexuell och 

reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter”); 

 “be able to be significant for how violence is made possible, understood and addressed 

by society” (“Kvinnofrid, mäns våld mot kvinnor och våld i nära relationer”). 

 Interestingly, structures and norms are discursified differently, with the scope of the latter 

appearing much more modest than that of the former. Whereas structures are ascribed strategic 

functions such as creating a power imbalance in society and the very conditions for 

discrimination, norms are thought to function more tactically, with a supportive role in shaping 

power relations (e.g. can be significant, contribute to limiting rights).   
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 Table 5 presents the list of verbs used in relation to ‘norms’ when it stands as an object in 

a sentence. Once again, there is a certain similarity between ‘norms’ and ‘structures’ as objects 

in a sentence: both are conceptualized as social constructs that are created, can be made visible 

and altered. However, there is much more agency left to an individual in challenging norms 

rather than structures. Unlike structures, it is suggested that norms should be questioned, 

opposed to, counteracted, criticized, violated – and even get freed from.   

 

Table 5. Verbs used with ‘norms’ as an object in sentences  

Norms Structures 

Alter  Entrench Break down 

Violate  Oppose Alter 

Make visible  Ponder Create 

Question  Criticize Make visible 

Talk about Counteract Understand  

Fit (in) Break Illuminate 

Be freed   Challenge 

Presented   Become aware of 

Challenge  Stay outside of 

Legitimate  See 

 

 FI actively involves itself in the hegemonic struggle and comes up with its remedy 

against the antagonist: a so-called norm-critical pedagogy (normkritisk pedagogi) in educational 

establishments. A closer look at this tool’s expected results gives a clue to FI’s idea about the 

ultimate fixation of the system of social meanings. Norm-critical pedagogy is supposed to: 

 “Make visible various norms and power structures that underlie abusive treatment” 

(“En jämlik skola”); 

 “Replace tolerance towards vulnerable groups with understanding of why people are 

discriminated” (ibid.); 

 “Provide a tool to break down structures that shape power imbalance” (ibid.); 

 “See mechanisms behind discrimination” (ibid.).  

 We may see that the feminist project is again asserted in line with Foucault’s (1978) 

speaker’s benefit, which I have previously discussed in relation to FI’s construction of sexual 

politics (see p. 39). By making structures and norms visible, deepening understanding of them, 
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and “seeing” mechanisms behind the discrimination, the antagonist is expected to be defeated. 

Put differently, those who are able to articulate the knowledge of the oppressive essence of 

norms, appear to be liberated. However, the fact that both structures and norms remain purely 

imaginary constructs brings fundamental difficulties for FI’s political identification. This is a 

point I would like to turn to in the discussion.  

 

5.2.4. Discussion: The failure of identification?       

We have learnt from Lacan and Žižek (see the theoretical framework on pp. 25-6) the deeply 

problematic relationship between the subject, the language, and a process of identification. There 

is nothing natural in the link between a signifier and a signified; moreover, the constant play of 

signifiers eventually lets the signified slide out of reach, making the signification process 

incomplete. Signifier as such signifies nothing; it becomes merely a sign of an absence which it 

is unable to remedy. The subject, having to resort to words (Lacanian symbolic order), finds no 

essence to cover its inherent void and therefore remains split and alienated.  

 The Feminist Initiative articulates its antagonist in a radically constructivist way. 

Structures and norms have no material essence and cannot be designated with anything but a 

signifier. However, there is no definite signified it is linked to, that is, the signifiers ‘norms’ and 

‘structures’ do not refer to any specific object. Effectively, FI’s structures and norms can be 

approached as an object the Lacanian sense: inherently empty, attempting to denote the real 

which they are unable to represent, and therefore having to transcend to the level of the symbolic 

register, i.e. the language. The point here is that the signifiers ‘norms’ and ‘structures’ merely 

mask the void behind the Other and sustain the illusion of possibility of such inherently 

improbable negative identification. Consequently, resorting to the language of Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, we can talk of a fantasy guiding the identification process of FI: through the 

articulation of the imagined object FI seeks both to cover the constitutive lack of the object (the 

Other) and to constitute itself as an integral subject, since its own identity, as I have shown, is 

fully dependent on the antagonist.   

 The construction of the antagonist in such a way is highly problematic for the affirmation 

of a feminist identity. The project of feminist politics, with its reliance on the constitutive role of 

discrimination that helps articulate new elements into the chain of equivalence, becomes 

dependent on an ultimately unrepresentable Other. It is unrepresentable in the sense that there is 

no other way to signify structures and norms except with the use of language; however, due to 

the arbitrary relationship between a signifier and a signified, the language cannot capture a stable 
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meaning. I maintain, therefore, that such configuration renders the identification of the feminist 

subject fundamentally impossible: the meaning does not spring from the signified to the 

signifier, but is rather produced by the signifiers (‘structures’ and ‘norms’) as such. Without the 

meaning finding the reference, the signification eventually fails.   

 Let me stress that I do not mean to underestimate the problems that people may encounter 

in everyday life based on their appearance, identification or social status: as women, queers, 

homosexuals, immigrants, bisexuals, transsexuals, the poor, the disabled, the elderly, and so on. 

My intention here is not to contest these problems, but to once again attract attention to the issue 

of political articulation of materialized practices such as violence and abuse. If the promise of 

feminist politics is to be fulfilled, the Other has to be articulated. My critique of FI’s articulation 

of the antagonist as structures and norms is based on the failure to signify them; hence, FI fails to 

deliver a political remedy to fight against the Other. From the discourse-theoretical perspective, 

appealing to norm-critical pedagogy is insufficient and paradoxical as it seeks to “make visible” 

something that can’t be signified and hence be made intelligible. Furthermore, communicating 

inherently unintelligible meanings to voters seems highly problematic (could this be one of the 

reasons for FI’s eventual failure to get into the parliament?). My concluding point in this 

discussion is that the void in the Other, that results from the way FI articulates it, hinders the 

implementation of the feminist hegemonic project.   
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6. Conclusions and further research 

The study was set to explore how the hegemonic project of feminist politics was articulated by 

the Feminist Initiative. We have seen that FI goes far in the deconstruction of sutured political 

identities. The acknowledgment of a subject’s overdetermination renders possible articulation of 

the multiple forms of its discrimination. FI emphasizes that the ultimate antagonistic force is not 

confined to an oppression of only one group with a common essence and identity. Thus, attention 

is drawn to the multiple forms in which certain social categories are constructed in 

subordination, rather than discussing the oppression of ‘women’ as an unproblematic and stable 

entity with clear limits. FI prefers to speak of ‘people’ or ‘humans’ in general, incorporating 

feminist politics into a broader political spectrum in order to make possible a wider articulation 

of demands.  

 I argued that it is with the help of intersectionality that FI attempted to dominate the field 

of discursivity by expanding the signifying chain that (partially) fixes the meaning of a feminist 

politics. New elements were incorporated into the common project, apart from the traditional 

feminist preoccupation with gender issues. The chain also included issues of inequality based on 

categories such as race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, disability, age, and religion. All of them were 

united under the umbrella term ‘feminist politics’. Answering RSQ1, I identified two nodal 

points that hold the chain together: 

 First was the universalistic concept of human rights, which was applied to all the social 

groups involved. Conceptualization of the needs of those social groups as ‘rights’ implies 

the necessity of state intervention to protect these rights, hence a feminist politics 

becomes needed. A bright example is FI’s stance towards sexual politics, articulated as 

the legal fulfillment of everyone’s right to expression of their own body.  

 Second is the acknowledgment of a unique experience of oppression, which gives a 

special perspective to each of those groups. With the introduction of experience of 

oppression, FI attended to the equality/difference problem: both a unifying principle 

(human rights) and a differential approach (experience of oppression) were supposed to 

articulate a new collective identity. 

 As a result, the feminist subject was articulated as a radical-democratic subject. 

Effectively, FI tended to deny a female ‘essence’ that would provide the feminist subject with a 

special knowledge and outlook. Instead, a feminist politics was set to promote solidarity between 

equal citizens, and the variety of their experiences and perspectives that gained recognition 

transformed the female subject into a radical-democratic one. At times, however, traces of 
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essentialism could be found in FI’s articulatory practice, particularly when violence, economic 

inequality and pregnancy are discussed. This resulted in a peculiar blending of postmodernist, 

liberal, and radical-feminist discourses.  

 Discrimination emerged as a constitutive outside of feminist politics. Discrimination in 

FI’s discursive formation, on the one hand, is an obviously oppressive force, as it violates the 

rights which underlie the feminist subject. On the other hand, discrimination also appears to be a 

productive force: it causes the experience of oppression that gives each oppressed group a unique 

perspective, making possible a hegemonic articulation of a broad collective identity of 

marginalized groups with a polyphony of voices. Put briefly, discrimination produces the 

feminist subject. Yet, the constitutive effect of discrimination was also potentially subversive for 

the feminist identity. If anyone who suffered from discrimination can be considered a feminist 

subject – which is essentially what FI implies – then ‘feminism’ stops meaning anything but 

‘anti-discrimination’. The question that remains open here is whether such delimitation enriches 

or empties feminism as a concept. I would speculatively suggest that FI’s impressive success was 

largely the result of the expanded articulation of their political identity, with many more people 

in Sweden now identifying themselves with feminism and feminist politics. FI’s election strategy 

was paradoxically both idealist and pragmatic, but the overall favorable outcome – although not 

in terms of getting seats in the parliament – indicates that a feminist movement that rejects 

essentialism may have good chances to recruit new supporters.     

 Perhaps a bigger problem with FI’s articulation than emptying the concept of feminism is 

their construction of antagonism. Albeit that FI points out that Nazist, fascist and nationalist 

ideologies impede the realization of feminist politics, I have shown that the party does not see its 

real foe in a specific group or ideology, but rather sees it dispersed in society as a whole. This 

brings them to articulating ‘structures’ and ‘norms’ as the big Other, as this is what eventually 

makes feminist politics impossible. Answering RSQ2, it can be said that social structures and 

norms acquired agency in FI’s hegemonic articulation and, in effect, become independent 

subjects per se. At the same time, while norms are seen as something that can be questioned, 

struggled against and eventually overthrown, there is less optimism about resisting structures, 

which are seen as an all-pervasive enemy. The remedy that FI puts forward is making norms and 

structures visible by talking about them – much in line with Foucauldian “speaker’s benefit”, 

suggesting that a simple articulation can pave the way to liberation. I maintain that such counter-

identification is deeply problematic for FI’s hegemonic project. The object – structures and 

norms – cannot be represented with anything but a signifier; it lacks any specific signified and FI 

fails to provide them with it. Hence, the whole hegemonic project becomes dependent on 

something that is ultimately missing, which renders the identification fundamentally impossible. 



65 
 

 A number of open questions that go beyond the object of this study emerge after the 

analysis. One has to do with the problem of articulating third-wave feminist ideas. I have 

highlighted the difficulties in making modern political framing compatible with the articulation 

of postmodernist ideas (such as those of third-wave feminism). Whereas the former requires 

clear causal interpretations, judgments and treatment recommendations, the latter approaches the 

social as contingent, unstable and fluid. It seems that the difficulty in framing and 

communicating postmodern-feminist ideas was compensated by the blending of other feminist 

discourses, which provided more straightforward solutions for feminist politics.   

 Another open question concerns the application of feminist politics as articulated by FI in 

contexts distinctive from Sweden. This question speaks to FI’s goals, as the party devoted a 

substantial part of its election program to a discussion of a global justice. Can the form of 

citizenship articulated as radical-democratic and gender-neutral solve the issues women 

experience elsewhere in the world? To what extent is it the result of a long-lasting feminist 

struggle in Sweden and the West in general? Can such model be directly adopted by feminists 

around the globe?   

 The scope of this thesis does not permit answering all of these questions, but it is 

important to pose them for future research. To be sure, any conclusions in this thesis extend as 

far as texts collected in the corpus allow. DTA offers tools to analyze the strategy of creating a 

political identity, but does not provide sufficient explanations why certain contradictions in this 

strategy did not obstruct FI from winning a massive support. Further research would have to take 

into account individual identification of voters. It is quite possible that FI’s understanding of 

feminism was interpreted differently by those to whom it was communicated. I have mentioned 

(see pp. 12-3) that a prerequisite for the creation of an organization is the ability of its members 

to identify themselves with the organization’s values. An individual identity, however, does not 

tolerate incoherence; any surplus of meaning is expelled in order to reach a seeming fullness of a 

subject. For instance, an individual would likely to choose between two options – ‘being a racist’ 

and ‘not being a racist’ – and not be able to talk of themselves in terms of ‘being racist to some 

extent’, which is one of FI’s claims about society and its members (see p. 55). Furthermore, it is 

quite probable that voters make sense of the feminist identity’s antagonist in a different, much 

more specific way. Overall, it cannot be precluded that certain (conscious or unconscious) 

inconsistencies and vulnerabilities in FI’s strategy were remedied and reinterpreted by text 

consumers. If this is the case, it would be important to understand how and with what effects (for 

social practice) such reinterpretation occurred.     

 Continued this way, further analysis would explore, to borrow Norman Fairclough’s 

(1992, p. 237) term, the social matrix of discourse, i.e. the non-discursive, which goes beyond 
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discourse analysis as such (and, importantly, the aim of the thesis), and thus presupposes 

resorting to other methods and analytical tools. In-depth interviews with FI voters, for instance, 

would be likely to reveal the effects of the hegemonic articulation on social identities, 

contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of FI’s communicative strategy. This is not 

to say that the research results would be different from those in this thesis; rather, it would reveal 

how successful FI was in communicating its hegemonic project, i.e. expose the ways in which 

the communicated meanings were perceived, interpreted and possibly contested. I suggest 

analyzing interviews and not simply user feedback on digital media platforms (which would be a 

part of nethnography, for example) because political accounts on social media are rarely used as 

an arena for meaningful discussions and hegemonic struggles (see discussion on p. 12). Such 

scrutiny is highly needed from the feminist community and all those concerned with feminist 

politics in order to get even closer to something that FI, too, strives for: a more inclusive and 

more equal politics.    
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