NORDIC
Nina Lykke

THE QUESTION “CAN ‘the Nordic’ be queered?” interpellates an
impossibility in so far as “the Nordic” indexes an imaginary, fixed in
heteronormative nationalisms, coupled with homonationalisms that
glorify Nordic exceptionalism and portray Nordic welfare states as icons
of tolerance, humanism, and equality. Images of the Nordic countries as
queer heavens pervade the region’s official discourses, celebrating openly
gay ministers who bring their same-sex partners to New Years recep-
tions with royal families, or coming-out stories of celebrities, such as
elite ice hockey players.

When discourses such as these dominate mainstream media, it may
look as an impossible task to radically queer “the Nordic.” How to
undo deep-seated heteronormative, and gender binary structures and
imaginaries in the region against the background of a massive con-
temporary annexing of homonationalism to national identities (Puar
2007; Nebeling Pedersen 2012)? Homonationalism has in recent years
become widespread in the region, implying a white modern “we,” who
distinguishes itself from a backwards “they” (embodied e.g. by Mus-
lims and people, descending from countries where Islam is the main
religion), cast as not sexually liberated and not as tolerant as “us.” As
demonstrated by activist support groups for queer asylum seekers, and
critically queer migration research (e.g. Miihleisen et al. 2012; Akin
2017; Lunau 2019), such homonationalist “we/they”’-constructions
are, for example, mobilized by Nordic authorities in order to decide
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whether or not queer asylum seekers are to be assessed as “true queers”
in a white, “liberated” Nordic sense, and as such judged as in need of
protection.

In spite of odds working against a radical queering of “the Nordic,”
queer activists, artists, and academics in the region, have established
queer initiatives, carved out alternative spaces, and, in multiple ways,
challenged the hegemonies of heteronormativity. In recent years, trans*
activism, art, and academic research have also gained ground, mate-
rializing, among others, in claims to rights and recognition, and in
struggles to challenge unreflected use of pronouns, which reproduce the
gender binary. It is also important to note that research, focusing on
overarching historical reflections on LGBTQ_movements in the region
has recently been granted funding (Rydstrom 2019), and that overview
articles, such as Ulrika Dahl (2011) and Kaisa Ilmonen and colleagues
(2017), have mapped a multiplicity of queer/feminist and trans” initia-
tives in the Nordic countries.

However, as part of these mapping exercises, the issue of territori-

alization of movements and ideas, which sticks to the concept of “the
Nordic,” has also been critically addressed. This includes critiques of its
way of naturalizing national borders and hegemonic geopolitical posi-
tions, instead of deconstructing methodologically nationalist approach-
es (Dahl 2011, 154-5). Following up on these critiques, I consider it
important not only to pinpoint the wealth of queer activities, mush-
rooming in the region, but also to align myself with the critique. Firstly,
I shall, therefore, underline the importance of critically-affirmative,
“post-misery” directions in queer analysis of “the Nordic,” articulated
by Ilmonen and colleagues (2017), looking for hope, rather than stay-
ing within a mirror hall of criticism (Sedgwick 2003; Liinason and
Cuesta 2016). Secondly, in line with Dahl (2011), I shall emphasize that
a queering of “the Nordic,” which profoundly undoes foundations for
homo/nationalism will have to deal with the entangled post/colonial
and capitalist matrices of gendered and sexualed power, which histori-
cally have re/produced Nordic-centric identifications, as subsections of
Euro-centric and modern white Western-centric identities.
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The need to look for hope, while resisting such identifications, leads
me to take stock of efforts to queer “the Nordic” as entangled with
intersectional, decolonial, translocal, anti-capitalist and posthumanist
theorizing and politics. Tracing such entanglements in the region’s
queer theory production, I note critiques of queer liberalism and
homonationalism (Nebeling Petersen 2012; Sérberg 2017), queer post-
colonial critiques (Dahl 2017), queer anti-capitalist critiques (Nielsen
2010), queer, trans” and posthuman ecological critiques (Straube 2019),
and queer death studies (Radomska et al. 2019). But to transgress the
regionalist/nationalist framework, sticking to the concept of “the Nor-
dic,” the latter needs, in particular, to be queered in a sense which
unpacks naturalized implications of methodologically nationalist and
regionalist approaches, and which works from consequently intersec-
tional perspectives, based in non-identititarian understandings. As
queer scholar Macarena Goémez-Barris (2018) has demonstrated in
her analysis of translocal, queer, femme, feminist, trans®, indigenous,
decolonial, class-based, anti-racist movements in South America, this
does not exclude a focus on local activities. However, in Gémez-Barris’
(2018) optics, these activities are not seen as icons of nation or region,
but rather as “undercurrents,” which, in their local materializations and
histories, are part of broader translocal and intersectional movements
for global change toward social and environmental justice. Queering
the concept of “the Nordic” from this perspective, would mean not
only to redefine it, but to shift the onto-epistemological grounds of
analysis altogether toward a geo- and corpolitically questioning of the
historical construction of “the Nordic” as part of colonial and capitalist
matrices of power, out of which the European nation states, including
the Nordic ones have grown. This would require historical and con-
temporary reflections on the latter’s specific social-democratic class
struggle-based, and union-influenced building of welfare states with
specific white-centric, heteronormative gender and sexuality regimes,
and scrutiny of intertwined processes of queer assimilations and queer

resistances.

114 A NORDIC



NINA LYKKE is Professor Emerita, Dr. Phil. Gender Studies,
Linkdping University. Has participated in the building of Feminist

Studies in Scandinavia and Europe more broadly since the 1970s. Has

recently co-founded international networks for Queer Death Stud-
ies, and for Ecocritical and Decolonial Research. Current research

interests: queering of cancer, death, and mourning in posthuman,
queerfeminist, materialist-spiritual, decolonial, and eco-critical per-
spectives; autophenomenographic and poetic writing; intersectional-
ity and critical studies of whiteness. Has published numerous books,
among others Cosmodolphins: Feminist Cultural Studies of Technology,
Animals and the Sacred (with Mette Bryld, 2000), and Feminist Stud-
ies (2010), as well as edited volumes, among others Writing Academic
Texts Differently (2014) and Assisted Reproduction Across Borders (with

Merete Lie, 2016). Most recent publications: “Making Live and Let-
ting Die: Cancerous Bodies between Anthropocene Necropolitics and
Chthulucene Kinship,” Environmental Humanities; “Co-Becoming
with Algae: Between Posthuman Mourning and Wonder in Algae

Research,” Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience; “Decolonising
Mourning: World-Making with the Selk’nam People of Karokynka/
Tierra del Fuego,” co-authored with Hema’ny Molina Vargas and
Camila Marambio, Australian Feminist Studies; “Queer Death Stud-
ies: Coming to Terms with Death, Dying and Mourning Differently,”
special issue of Women, Gender and Research, co-edited with Marietta
Radomska and Tara Mehrabi. Co-editor (with Jeff Hearn) of the
book series Routledge Advances in Feminist Studies and Intersectionality.

Personal website https:/ninalykke.net/.

REFERENCES

Akin, Deniz. 2017. “Queer Asylum Seekers: Translating Sexuality in Norway.” Journal
of Ethnic and Migration Studies 43.3:458—74.

Dabhl, Ulrika. 2011. “Queer in the Nordic Region: Telling Queer (Feminist) Stories.”
In Queer in Europe: Contemporary Case Studies, edited by Lisa Downing and Robert
Gillett, 143—-57. Farnham: Ashgate.

NINA LYKKE A 115



—. 2017. “Editorial: Postcolonial Queer Europe in a Time of Growing Nationalism and
Racism.” lambda nordica 22.2—3:7-17.

Goémez-Barris, Macarena. 2018. Beyond the Pink Tide: Art and Political Undercurrents in
the Americas. Oakland: University of California Press.

Ilmonen, Kaisa, Mathias Danbolt, and Elisabeth Lund Engebretsen. 2017. “Narrat-
ing the Nordic Queer: Comparative Perspectives on Queer Studies in Denmark,
Finland and Norway.” lambda nordica 22.1:95-113.

Liinason, Mia, and Marta Cuesta. 2016. Hoppets politik: Feministisk aktivism i Sverige i
dag. Gothenburg: Makadam.

Lunau, Marie. 2019. “The Trouble with “Truth’ On the Politics of Life and Death in
the Assessment of Queer Asylum Seekers.” Women, Gender and Research 28.3—4:12—24.

Miihleisen, Wencke, Ase Rothing, and Stine Bang Svendsen. 2012. “Norwegian Sexu-
alities: Assimilation and Exclusion in Norwegian Immigration Policy.” Sexualities
15.2:139-55.

Nebeling Petersen, Michael. 2012. “Somewhere, over the rainbow: Biopolitiske rekon-
figurationer af den homoseksuelle figur.” PhD diss., Institut for Nordiske Studier og
Sprogvidenskab, University of Copenhagen.

Nielsen, Mika. 2010. “Ett kapitalt misstag: Behovet av en queer antikapitalism.”
Trikster 4.

Puar, Jasbir. 2007. Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times. Durham:
Duke University Press.

Radomska, Marietta, Tara Mehrabi, and Nina Lykke. 2019. “Introduction: Queer
Death Studies: Coming to Terms with Death, Dying and Mourning Differently.”
Women, Gender and Research 28.3—4:3-12.

Rydstrom, Jens. 2019. NordiQueer: A Nordic Queer Revolution. Project, funded by the
Swedish Research Council [Vetenskapsradet], 2019—2022. Gender Studies, Lund
University. https://www.gender.lu.se/nordiqueer-a-nordic-queer-revolution.

Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. 2003. Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity. Dur-
ham: Duke University Press.

Sérberg, Anna-Maria. 2017. Homonationalism. Stockholm: Leopard.

Straube, Wibke. 2019. “Toxic Bodies: Ticks, Trans Bodies, and the Ethics of Response-
Ability in Arts and Activist Writing.” Environmental Humanities 11.1:216—38.

116 A NORDIC



	_GoBack

