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This research is based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted at Malmö Queer Film Festival and
Cinema Queer Film Festival in Stockholm, between 2017-2019. It explores the relevance of
queer film festivals in the lives of LGBTQIA+ persons living in Sweden, and reveals that these
festivals are not simply cultural events where films about gender and sexuality are screened, but
places through which the political lives of LGBTQIA+ persons become intelligible.

The queer film festivals perform highly contextualized and diverse sets of practices to shape
the LGBTQIA+ discourse in their particular settings. This thesis focuses on salient features of
this engagement: how the queer film festivals define and articulate “queer”, their engagement
with space to curate “queerness”, the role of failure and contingency in shaping the queer
film festivals as sites of democratic contestations, the performance of inclusivity in the queer
film festival organization, and the significance of these events in the lives of the people who
work or volunteer at these festivals. The thesis combines an ethnographic approach with post-
structuralist discourse theory and insights from other fields, including the growing academic
discipline of film festival research, to de-construct the entrenched meanings, representations
and ideologies that are embedded in signifying practices performed at the festival. 

A recurring theme of this research is the way LGBTQIA+ persons living in Sweden find
themselves abandoned and vulnerable in contemporary Swedish society. The thesis proposes
that the queer film festivals become relevant through re-constructing the precariousness of
LGBTQIA+ lives in Sweden, by engaging in various forms of micro-activism. The research
describes how participants engage in micro-activist practices, bringing together people who
become collectively aware that things can change. It unpacks the internal tensions between the
various identity groups present at the festival, shows how these festivals struggle to construct a
LGBTQIA+ community, and outlines the ways in which queer film festivals can be understood
beyond the prism of identity politics. Through a detailed study of the two festivals, the thesis
suggests a multi-faceted illustration of how micro-activism is performed in a post-rights society
such as Sweden.
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1. Introduction 

On 27 April 2018, a vibrant crowd waited patiently outside Panora, a cinema 
hall located in the heart of Möllevången, a culturally and ethnically diverse 
neighbourhood in the southern inner city of Malmö. Some of them were chat-
ting in small groups. Some were waiting patiently for their friends to arrive. 
When the doors to Panora opened, they calmly walked inside and gathered 
around a bed placed in the foyer of the cinema. Five young, good-looking 
Scandinavians dressed in white nightclothes and black jackets approached the 
bed and spread a white linen cloth over it. Next, they got on the bed and em-
braced each other. By this time, the crowd that had gathered in the foyer had 
turned into an audience, glued into every action of the performers as they 
softly caressed and massaged each other. The performers invited the audience 
members to join in and a few of them did. As the performance went on, most 
people sat down on the floor of the foyer. 

A few minutes later the attention of the audience shifted to another side of 
the foyer where three musicians from a local band called Junk River were 
ready for a live concert. The youngsters on the bed were done with their mas-
sages and lay down facing the musicians. Junk River played soulful music 
with gripping lyrics about surviving depression and sitting in the waiting room 
at a gender identity clinic. After three songs, their performance ended. The 
audience cheered, applauded, and moved away from the foyer to queue up 
outside Salon 1, the screening hall for the opening of the Malmö Queer Film 
Festival 2018. 

Once the audience settled inside the screening hall, the festival organizers 
welcomed the audience and introduced the festival. On one side of the stage, 
a Swedish sign language interpreter mediated between the speakers and the 
audience. The buzz in the packed screening space was palpable. The first pro-
gram of the MQF 2018 was titled “Local Heroes” and featured six short films, 
all of them made by local film makers. The subjects of the short films were 
diverse. Mr Sugar Daddy (Ullgren, 2016) is a film about a middle-aged man 
who falls for a young tomboy at a night club. Känn då (trans: Just Feel, En-
glund, 2018) is about a girl re-thinking her relationship. Juck (Gumpert, 
Bandeira & Kastebring, 2018) is a dance short about femininity and gender. 
Orappt (Hjertberg, 2018) is a film about friendships and standing up for one-
self. Spermwhore (Linder, 2016) is an experimental critique of norms around 
childbirth. And finally, Standing Tall (Tora Botwid, 2018) was Junk River’s 
music video which premiered at the festival.  
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Over a hundred people in the audience, sitting in the plush seats of the mag-
nificently designed, state-of-the-art screening theatre applauded each film 
louder than the previous one. The short film program was followed by a dis-
cussion with some of the filmmakers who were present for screenings. The 
audience remained as engaged through this discussion as they were for the 
screening. They hung on to every word that was said, laughed at every funny 
anecdote, cheered on every achievement, asked questions when prompted and 
applauded profusely when the program came to an end.  
 
A common way to describe a film festival is as a showcase of films running 
in sequence at a specific time and location. The ethnographic vignette pre-
sented above suggests something else; the opening of the Malmö Queer Film 
festival, 2018 was anything but simply a collection of films being screened for 
an audience. It was a complex event which included an interactive art perfor-
mance, a concert, a curated selection of films that critiqued the norms of soci-
ety, a discussion with filmmakers which was made accessible through an in-
terpreter and importantly, a LGBTQIA+ audience that was articulated as a 
collective during the festival.  

This thesis approaches queer film festivals as places through which the cul-
tural and political lives of LGBTQIA+ persons can become intelligible. The 
material I present is based on my ethnographic fieldwork conducted between 
2017-2019 at the two queer film festivals of Sweden. The first is Cinema 
Queer International Film Festival (CQF) based in Stockholm, the capital city 
of Sweden. The second is the Malmö Queer Film festival (MQF) based in the 
southern-most and third largest city in Sweden. Together, these two festivals 
are the only “queer film festivals” that take place in the country. My investi-
gations thus present an avenue towards understanding what it means to be a 
LGBTQIA+ person in Sweden in contemporary times. They are also spaces 
where specific forms of discourses around gender and sexuality are per-
formed. Yet, these festivals are not homogenous entities which imitate each 
other. On the contrary, they perform highly contextualized and diverse sets of 
practices to shape the LGBTQIA+ discourse in their own, particular settings. 

Swedish Queer Film Festivals  
Queer film festivals are not a new phenomenon, yet it was only in the mid-
2000s that the first queer film festival in Sweden was established. It was called 
the Stockholm Queer Film Festival and after a run of five years in the city, the 
festival closed down. Around that time, MQF started its first screenings, which 
was followed by CQF a few years later in Stockholm. MQF and CQF became 
successful endeavours and continue to run in their respective cities on a larger 
scale, with a greater number of audiences and higher ambitions every year. In 
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the following sub-sections, I provide a brief account of these festival’s histo-
ries, their present conditions and the significance of their work in their respec-
tive settings.  

Malmö Queer Film Festival (MQF)  
MQF started as a series of film screenings organized by the Malmö and Lund 
chapter of Folkets Bio (a non-profit cinema association in Sweden), held in 
conjunction with the local pride festival (Regnbågsfestivalen) in 2007. For the 
following two years, these film screenings were organized more frequently 
ensuing in the establishment of the festival held annually as the Malmö Queer 
Art and Film Festival in 2009. During its early years, the festival was held in 
collaboration with other non-profit and public organizations at venues across 
Malmö. In 2015, with the opening of Panora, Folkets Bio’s own centrally lo-
cated cinema in the city, MQF found a permanent home. Held in the month of 
April every year, the MQF organizers describe it as a “community-based fes-
tival that has become a central queer political and cultural space within the 
LGBTQIA+ community in Malmö and the region”. 1 

The organization of the festival is largely left to the voluntary group that 
puts the festival together. Folkets Bio Malmö gives the MQF team a guaran-
teed, small budget of under USD 2500 (20000 Swedish Kroner). In return, the 
MQF organizers put together “queer content” which includes films, perfor-
mances and discussion panels. Since the MQF is a part of an existing project 
of Folkets Bio Malmö, the MQF organizers cannot seek independent funding 
from other public sources. This relationship leaves the MQF at a disadvantage, 
as compared to other film festivals which generally tend to have larger budgets 
at their disposal.  

Except for the founding organizer of the MQF, the members of the organ-
izing group keep changing. Over the years, the number of people organizing 
the festival has varied from one to eight. Everyone who works for the festival, 
does so on a voluntary basis. The film program presented by the MQF is often 
an outcome of negotiations between the people organizing the festival in a 
specific year. 

Cinema Queer International Film Festival (CQF) 
On 11th May 2012, CQF opened its doors to the world with a screening of 
Leave it on the Floor (Sheldon Larry, 2011) at Park, an iconic cinema located 
in the middle of central Stockholm. CQF is a much larger international 
LGBTQ film festival that takes place every year in the autumn. CQF was es-
tablished by two young Swedish film professionals with “a mission to broaden 

 
1 This mission was quoted by the MQF organizers in a survey questionnaire submitted to 
Lambda Nordica, an academic journal of LGBTQ studies. 
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the heteronormative cinematic selection in Sweden, as well as to offer Stock-
holm audiences a wide range of queer film.” 

In 2016, the CQF organizers decided to move the festival away from cine-
mas as screening locations. In a later chapter (Chapter 4) I will discuss this 
move in detail but for now it is important to remark that the CQF uses various 
locations across Stockholm and converts them into makeshift cinemas. The 
surprising locations such as ships, museums, clubs, saunas etc. are among the 
main attractions for CQF audiences to attend the festival. 

CQF has a lot more resources than MQF. In 2019, the overall budget for 
the festival was a little over 120000 USD (one million Swedish Kroner). The 
two founding members of the festival are employed as festival directors for a 
part of the year to conduct their organizational work. CQF employs a producer 
and a communications manager for a couple of months before and during the 
festival. In addition to its paid workers, the festival relies on its volunteers for 
logistical work during the festival. The festival also organises smaller events 
around the year, and partners with several local and international organization 
to conduct diverse activities such as film restoration, supporting queer film 
festivals in other countries, collaborating with art projects etc.  

Over its decade long existence, CQF has carved a niche for itself as one of 
the exciting film events in Stockholm. This is remarkable since the capital city 
of Sweden is saturated with cultural events throughout the year and hosts over 
a hundred film festivals. CQF, through its innovate curatorial practices, has 
managed to carve a niche for itself and become a festival that is “not only a 
platform for LGBTQIA+ films but also for Swedish filmmakers and film en-
thusiasts”.2 

Motivation for Research 
As my research on queer film festivals in Sweden progressed in Malmö and 
Stockholm, I became increasingly aware that both were extremely successful. 
Each year, the organizers managed to put together an event which was better 
than the previous year. A simple testament to this fact was the increasing num-
ber of people who visited the festivals. While neither the festival organizers, 
nor I, ever tabulated the number of visitors that attended, it was clear that both 
MQF and CQF have loyal audience bases that came back year after year. This 
was confirmed during several interactions I had with the organizers. Both 
MQF and CQF also screened more films and created a bigger, more diverse 
program, every year. Related to my study, it was particularly interesting to see 
how the number of volunteers at CQF increased every year. At MQF, even 
though some of the organizers left every year, they were promptly replaced by 

 
2 https://cinemaqueer.se/en/about-us/ <Accessed on 20th Jan 2021> 
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new people who were keen on taking over responsibilities for running the fes-
tival.  

In many ways, this trend of every subsequent festival being more successful 
than the previous one is an incongruity. MQF is an almost no budget event 
and CQF is a mid-budget festival. Compared to big international festivals such 
as Berlinale or BFI Flare, they generate little interest amongst film producers 
or distributors seeking to commission films. These festivals create some pub-
licity for the films they screen, but they are hardly the red-carpet events that 
attract large crowds. The working conditions for most people involved in the 
festival organization are precarious. Joining the MQF organization requires a 
commitment to engage in intense work without receiving any renumeration. 
The CQF also relies on a significant amount of volunteer work to conduct the 
festival.  

Precarity is not the only problem that confront film festivals. An overarch-
ing trend amongst queer film festivals is their tendency to become extinct 
within a decade of their inception. Film scholar Janet Harbord (2016) argues 
that “collective forms of film viewing are all but lost as films are dispersed 
across technological forms, locations and times” (p. 69). It is a widely ac-
cepted notion within the media and communication studies that the relentless 
and ubiquitous presence of images at demand through the proliferation of mo-
bile technologies is drawing audiences away from the traditional ways in 
which films were watched (Lindgren, 2017). 

Analysing comparative historical knowledge about queer film festivals 
suggests that globally, smaller LGBTQ film festivals tend to shut shop much 
earlier than the larger, more established festivals.3 Ten is the average number 
of years that a queer film festival remains functional, after which they gener-
ally close down. Established in 2007 and 2012 respectively, MQF and CQF 
were both at the far end of this spectrum. There were, however, no indications 
that these festivals would not survive, and continue to flourish in the future. 

It was this (rather encouraging) tendency of Swedish queer film festivals 
bucking the global trend of fading interest in collective viewership, that was 
one of main motivations behind placing this study in media and communica-
tions research. What is it about these festivals that keeps them alive, when 
other festivals around them are shutting down? Who are the people who re-
main committed to organizing these festivals with extremely limited re-
sources? What significance do these festivals have in the lives of the people 
who work or volunteer at these festivals?  

As in most ethnographic and interpretative work, the question of research 
emerged as part of the ethnographic process. In time, I formulated these infor-
mal set of questions into a formal research question which articulates the main 

 
3 This is extrapolated from the data compiled by queer film festival scholar Skadi Loist and 
mapped at https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=1m-UV5Kpw39u-eLn--Dj6RALd4k 
s&ll=18.490410095332166%2C0&z=2 <Accessed on 20th Jan 2021> 
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concern of this study. “How can the political logics of queer film festivals in 
Sweden be understood as a form of micro-activism?” 

To make intelligible this question, I will begin in the following section with 
briefly introducing the broader context of the lives of LGBTQIA+ persons 
living in Sweden in which the queer film festivals take place. 

The context of Precarity 
Throughout the course of my research, the situation of LGBTQIA+ persons 
living in Sweden emerged as paradoxical. Sweden, compared to many other 
countries in the world, has one of the most progressive outlooks on 
LGBTQIA+ persons. Discrimination on the basis of gender and sexuality is 
strictly prohibited; this became a part of the Swedish constitution in 2011. 
Legal change of gender identity was allowed as early as 1972. The legalization 
of same sex relationships dates back to 1944. Other LGBTQIA+ friendly leg-
islations such as gender-neutral wedding laws (2009), adoption rights for gay 
and lesbian couples (2003), insemination rights for lesbians (2005) have been 
continuously adopted by the Swedish state.4 

The idea of Sweden as a gender-equal and LGBTQIA+ tolerant nation, on 
closer observation, has been noted as contentious. Scholars such as Björk and 
Wahlström (2018, cited in Wasshede, 2021) point out that LGBTQIA+ per-
sons are consistently attacked by homophobic actions and therefore, many are 
still not open about their sexual identification, especially at work or in public. 
Others such as Martinson (2017, cited in E. Alm et al., 2021) have worked on 
how racism and xenophobia conditions the notion of Sweden as a progressive 
nation. In her work on lesbian motherhood, gender anthropologist Ulrika Dahl 
(2018) argued that celebratory claims of same-sex motherhoods in context of 
Sweden are often a commemorative of a femininity that is white, cis-gendered, 
and entangled in a homonationalist5 conceptions that “extend rather than chal-
lenge heteronormative white middle-class kinship ideals” (p. 1034). 

The challenges to the image of Sweden as a LGBTQIA+ safe haven as dis-
cussed above was something that I witnessed during my fieldwork. Legally, 
LGBTQIA+ persons were equal in all aspects to any other person living in 
Sweden. Their social situation however, as described to me by many 
LGBTQIA+ individuals, was complex and definitely not robust. Many people 
regularly complained about being discriminated against on the basis of their 
sexual or gender orientation. Trans people that I interacted with specifically 

 
4 For an overview of equal opportunities in laws and regulations for LGBTQIA+ persons, see 
https://sweden.se/society/for-the-right-to-be-who-you-are/# <Accessed 15th January 2021> 
5 The term, homonationalism, implies an association between a nationalist ideology and LGBT 
people or their rights. It was coined by gender studies scholar Jasbir K. Puar (2007). 
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pointed out the discrimination they faced in accessing healthcare. For exam-
ple, even though the right to choose one’s gender is protected legally, many 
complained about the normative bias they faced during their evaluation meet-
ings with physicians, before their gender re-assignment was sanctioned. 
Bremer (2011, cited in Siverskog & Bromseth, 2019) reported similar obser-
vations about trans people’s access to health care being conditional on partic-
ipation in a gender identity assessment, including requirements to adjust to 
tight frames of gender normativity in order to live up to the criteria of the 
diagnosis for transsexualism. The point of these examples is that LGBTQIA+ 
persons live in situations which are far more complicated (and biased) than 
that what comes across by looking at the legal frameworks and the image por-
trayed by governmental publications. 

Herein lies the paradox. Not only do many LGBTQIA+ persons living in 
Sweden articulate concerns that impede them from living their lives at par 
with other members of society, the Swedish state, in practice, does not always 
recognize their situation of vulnerability. For many within the LGBTQIA+ 
groups in Sweden, their concerns begin with being seen and acknowledged 
and to be recognized as precarious. 

The concepts of precarity and precariousness have been theorized to ex-
plain a broad cluster of phenomena – including marginality, abandonment, 
survival, suffering, vulnerability, and insecurity. Precarity has its bearings in 
Marxist scholarship where it came to signify a bounded historical condition 
linked through forms of informal economies and casual labour. It became a 
popular term in Europe in the 1980’s when it began circulating both in activist 
communities and academia (Casas-Cortés, 2014; Castel, 2017; Lorey, 2015; 
Rossiter & Neilson, 2005; Standing, 2011). By then however, it was no longer 
linked to Marxist explanations of labour but rather pointed to the changing 
relationships between post-industrial forms of labour and the welfare state. 
Precarity was at this time deployed as a sociological category describing peo-
ple who would have previously expected long-term stable employment and 
the benefits of a welfare state and who at this point in time, instead, had be-
come intermittent labour (Berlant, 2011; Han, 2018). 

Ethnographer Anne Allison (2013) in her study of contemporary Japanese 
society argues that precarity can no longer be construed in terms of a social 
contract structured around work and labour. In her study she points to the iso-
lation and vulnerability of millions of young Japanese, who are socially with-
drawn and detached from this kind of a social contact. Rather, their experience 
of precarity is pervasive and understood through their evisceration of social 
ties and connectedness with others. 

Allison’s analysis of precarity resonates with scholars that bring forth pre-
carity and precariousness as a more fundamental category of existence (Butler, 
2006; Puar, 2012). Since human beings are fundamentally constituted through 
relations, their interdependency makes their lives vulnerable to precarity. Phi-
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losopher Judith Butler (2006) highlights that while all human life has the dis-
position towards this primary vulnerability, specific political arrangements 
render some lives more unlivable than others. Importantly, this line of reason-
ing distinguishes between precariousness which signifies the vulnerability of 
embodied existence and precarity which is the social and political arrangement 
which differentially distributes precariousness. Butler’s arguments around 
precarity are developed in the context of post-9/11 United States and she has 
in mind questions of aggressions, responsibility and vulnerability which 
emerged in political response to the terrorist attacks.  

Coming back to Sweden, one could argue that while the LGBTQIA+ per-
sons are relatively safe from being persecuted by the state, their struggle to be 
recognized as precarious is primarily a social need. I will illustrate at several 
points in this thesis that feelings of abandonment and a lack of community 
emerged as a constant theme punctuating my research within queer film festi-
vals of Sweden.  This form of precarity, as Han (2018) writes, is “a condition 
of being and feeling insecure in life that extends to one’s (dis) connectedness 
from a sense of social community” (p. 348). It is my argument, that it is the 
condition of being socially precarious, that is curated by queer film festivals 
of Sweden. 

Theory, Concepts and their Use 
This thesis is differently structured from other recent works in this series 
(Uppsala Studies in Media and Communication; Firer-Blaess, 2016; Chen, 
2020; Filiminov, 2021) in that it does not have a separate theoretical chapter. 
Instead, the relevant theoretical and conceptual issues that are used in analysis 
are explained and integrated within the ethnographic chapters.  
 
In the methodology chapter (Chapter 2), I will discuss how the post-structural 
approach influenced my epistemology in that I have strived to let my empirical 
findings emerge in dialogue with relevant theories.6 This structure underpins 
my desire to merge the two discussions (theoretical and empirical) as closely 
as possible in the thesis. A contributing factor to this decision is that the main 
theoretical framing for the research is post-structural discourse theory, which 
is largely connected to the work of political philosophers Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouffe. In the following sub-sections, when I summarize some of 
Laclau and Mouffe’s writings, it will become amply clear that discourse the-
ory is a complex (and perhaps obscure) theoretical model. While insightful 
and relevant to comprehend social reality, it has been my experience that in 

 
6 In Chapter 3 - signification theory, Chapter 4 - articulation, symbolic, conflictuality, Chapter 
5 - Contingency and failure, Ch6 - Fantasy, Ch7 - Imagined community 
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order to provide an intelligible reading of discourse theory, it is best to work 
through the concepts, in context of their use. When the entire conceptual jug-
gernaut is activated to explain a social phenomenon, discourse theory tends to 
become a dense, jargonistic entanglement which threatens to de-rail the very 
purpose of its deployment.  

I begin with a (as brief as possible) introduction to the main theoretical 
framings that form the pillars for the analysis work in the following chapters. 
The first part is devoted to discourse theory as it provides a general framing 
and scaffolding of the presented analysis, followed by two sections on the 
more specific concepts of performativity and micro-activism. 

Discourse Theory 
This section is devoted to an introductory theoretical overview of discourse 
theory and some of its main theoretical concepts. It has been my endeavour to 
present this material as logically and coherently as possible, however, given 
the density of this theoretical framework an over-simplification would result 
in a loss of its richness and productivity as a post-structural framework. It 
should also be noted that I have not used all the concepts explained in this 
section while analysing my empirical chapters. The reason that I have still 
chosen to discuss these concepts is to provide a complete picture of discourse 
theory. In the concluding chapter of this thesis, I develop a reflection on the 
use of discourse theory for analysing complex social phenomena where these 
become relevant. 

Discourse is a widely-used concept both in social sciences as well as eve-
ryday political language. An empiricist uses the concept discourse to suggest 
frames with which persons view the world, while other theoretical systems, 
including Marxism, use the term in reference to ideological systems. The early 
interest in systematic discourse studies was a structuralist enterprise aimed at 
functional analysis of sentence and discourse, that took place against the pre-
vailing paradigm of “context-free generative-transformational grammars” 
(van Dijk, 1985, p. 4). By the 1970s, discourse studies changed direction to-
wards an investigation of “language in use” and focused primarily on the rules 
governing connected set of sentences in speech or writing (Howarth, 2000, p. 
6). This development sourced its inspiration from the insights of language phi-
losophers, especially J.L. Austin and John Searle, and their proposition that 
“linguistic communication essentially involves acts” (Searle, 1969, p. 2). Dur-
ing this phase, discourse studies were focused on elaborating different sorts of 
speech acts to explain the diverse forms of communication, adding a prag-
matic orientation to the usual theoretical investigations of language. 

The 1970s was an important decade in the development of discourse stud-
ies. The growing centrality of structuralism, post-structuralism, hermeneutics 
and Marxism during the time expanded the concept of discourse to a wider set 
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of practices and phenomena (Howarth, 2000). Michel Foucault’s lecture, Or-
ders of Discourse (1971) inspired investigations into how discourses are not 
necessarily determined by the objective world but also in turn shape the social 
relations and institutions, that are the objective conditions which make dis-
course possible. Foucault argued that discourses, both scientific and social, 
bring about a double subjection, “of the speaking subject to discourse and of 
discourses to the group of speaking individuals” (p. 64). The later part of the 
decade was marked by development of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 
(Fowler et. all, [1979]2018; Fairclough, 1989; Wodak, 1989; van Dijk 1993). 
CDA considerably expanded the scope of discourse studies by displaying an 
interest in studying complex social phenomena (Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 2). 
Fairclough’s approach to CDA, for example, includes analysis of political 
speeches and texts and the context in which they were produced.  

Laclau and Mouffe (1985) rejected the distinction between discursive and 
non-discursive practices and affirmed that “every object is constituted as an 
object of discourse, since no object can be outside the discursive condition of 
its emergence” (p. 107). For Laclau and Mouffe, discourse refers to “all the 
practices and meanings shaping a particular community of social actors” 
(Howarth, 2000, p. 8). They proposed a theory of discourse in which the social 
is conceived as a discursive space and systems of social relations are synony-
mous with discursive practices (p. x). This specific meaning of discourse ques-
tions the very possibility of the social as a fundamental ontology (Torfing, 
1999, p. 62). It is this specific meaning of discourse, formulated by Laclau and 
Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985) (and further clarified in 
their later works) that forms the theoretical framework and the underlying as-
sumptions that inform this enquiry. 

Discourse Theory and its key concepts 
The most notable aspect of discourse theory is that it is a theory of collective 
action and resistance to hegemonic power. Laclau and Mouffe write, “Our 
central problem is to identify the discursive conditions for the emergence of a 
collective action, directed towards struggling against inequalities and chal-
lenging relations of subordination” (p. 153). The privileged position of politi-
cal analysis, which in discourse theory is not differentiated from political prac-
tice, is the contextual foreground for the development of discourse theory. 

The specific formulation of discourse in discourse theory emerges from the 
post-structuralist context that revealed the foundations of social life as desta-
bilized, disorganized and contingent to such an extent that it ultimately takes 
the form of an abyss of infinite play. With this perspective, all attempts to 
ground social identity become provisional and precarious ways of trying to 
“naturalize” or “objectivize” politically constructed identities (Torfing, 1999, 
p. 62). The absence of a grounding principle for the social, or using Laclau 
(1996) reference, “the structural undecidability of the social” (p. 56) is the 
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basis on which discourse theory is developed as a framework for analysing 
discursive formations.  

The discourse is approached as an example of differential signifying se-
quences in which meaning is constantly re-negotiated within a discursive field 
or the field of discursivity. The discursive field is different from a discourse 
since it is a “theoretical horizon for the constitution of the being of every ob-
ject” (Laclau, 1990, p. 86). The differential positions articulated within a dis-
course are termed moments, and any difference that is not discursively artic-
ulated is termed elements (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 105). Any discourse 
then is constituted as an attempt to construct a center, and arrest the flow of 
meaning in order to dominate the field of discursivity (p. 112).  

Discourses endeavour to impose order and necessity on a field of meaning 
but the ultimate contingency of meaning precludes this possibility from being 
actualized (Howarth, 2000, p. 108). At the same time, discourses have to be 
partially fixed, since the abundance of meaning would otherwise make any 
meaning impossible. (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 112).  

Hegemony can therefore be understood as the expansion of a discourse, or 
set of discourses, into a dominant horizon by means of articulating unfixed 
elements into partially fixed moments in a context crisscrossed by antagonistic 
forces (Torfing, 1999). Hegemony presupposes an incomplete and open char-
acter of the social along with a field dominated by “antagonisms” (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 1985, p. 134).  

Discourse Theory as a Social Ontology 
One of the ontological pillars on which discourse theory rests is the notion of 
antagonism. Laclau and Mouffe oppose the traditional conceptions of social 
conflict where social agents clash with fully constituted identities and inter-
ests. By contrast, they argue that social antagonisms occur because social 
agents are unable to attain their identities (Howarth, 2000, p. 105). In absence 
of closure of social identity, Laclau and Mouffe present the notion of social 
antagonisms that are not objective relations such as real oppositions or logical 
contradictions, but relations that reveal the limits of objectivity (p. xiv). Social 
antagonisms help to establish the boundaries of the discursive formation of 
society, but they also, at the same time, prevents society from constituting an 
objective, rational and fully intelligible reality (Torfing, 1999, p. 44).  

The constitutive incomplete logic of the social is the pre-condition, and 
crucial to understanding, the working of hegemony, which is the central cate-
gory of political analysis in discourse theory. Once the political is imagined 
as a region of the social no different from the economic or the cultural, “the 
problem of the political is … the definition and articulation of social relations 
in a field criss-crossed with antagonisms.” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 153). 
A consequence of this reorientation is that the realm of politics which gets 
considered by discourse theory is significantly expanded. Not only does it 
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consider political institutions and organizations as a subject of politics, but 
also includes the institution of social as the political grounds of society. 
(Critchley & Marchart, 2004, p. 3). 

The presence of antagonisms alone, however, is not a sufficient condition 
for hegemonic practices to emerge – what is required alongside the antago-
nisms is an operational logic of equivalence that creates instable frontiers ef-
fects within the social such that its non-articulated differences have not crys-
tallized into articulated differential positions (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 134). 
The logic of equivalence here implies the dissolution of particular identities 
of subjects by the creation of a purely negative identity, such that it can con-
solidate a plural field of the social into two antagonistic poles. By contrast, a 
logic of difference expands the discursive order by breaking existing chains 
of equivalence and incorporating the disarticulated elements into the expand-
ing formation (Howarth, 2000, p. 107). 

Performativity 
A recurring concept in this thesis is performativity and its derivatives - per-
formative and performance. It is therefore apt to explain how I employ this 
term in my analysis. My conceptual approach to performativity is most closely 
associated with that of the philosopher Judith Butler, developed while focus-
sing on gender in her books Gender Trouble: Feminism and Subversion of 
Identity (1990) and Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” 
(1993). In a 2009 article, Butler re-visited and succinctly summarized this per-
spective on performativity of gender - 
 

To say that gender is performative is to say that it is a certain kind of enactment; 
the “appearance” of gender is often mistaken as a sign of its internal or inherent 
truth; gender is prompted by obligatory norms to be one gender or the other 
(usually within a strict binary frame), and the reproduction of gender is always 
a negotiation with power; and finally, there is no gender without this reproduc-
tion of norms that risks undoing or redoing the norm in unexpected ways, thus 
opening the possibility of a remarking of gendered reality along new lines. 
(Butler, 2009: i) 

 
Butler’s work on performativity develops British philosopher John Austin’s 
speech act theory ([1962] 1975) to interrogate and contest fixed and immuta-
ble explanations of gender, sexuality identity. Austin’s speech act theory is 
primarily concerned with how language, in its enunciation changes the world 
(Kulick 2003). Austin argues that speech is not solely an expression of some-
thing that can be true or false, but some words produce the actions they are 
expressing. Austin called such words performative and the circumstance in 
which words produce agency, performativity. Towards the end of his book, 
How to do Things With Words (1975), Austin dissolved the difference between 
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constatives (related to truth) and performatives (related to action), such that 
every utterance became an act, thereby universalizing the performativity of 
language (Kulick, 2003; Leeker et. al., 2017). 

Butler developed this universalized idea of language as a performative in 
her work on gender. She claimed that utterances like “It’s a girl!” when a doc-
tor delivers a child to a mother who has given birth are not merely descriptive. 
Rather, she wrote that the utterance “initiates the process by which a certain 
girling is compelled” (Butler 1993, p. 232). The point that Butler makes is that 
subjects are produced in the performance of identities, rather than exist prior 
to the identity performance. Performativity recognizes that “the subject” is 
constituted through matrices of power/discourse that are continually repro-
duced through processes of re-signification, or embodied repetition of hege-
monic gendered (racialized, sexualized) narratives. (Nelson 2014).  

Butler (1990) analyses Paris is Burning (Livingston 1990), a documentary 
film that chronicles the ball culture of New York City. In these elaborate ball 
competitions, contestants were required to parody gender roles (such as the 
competition category “Banjee realness” where gay men portrayed macho ste-
reotypes, passing off as their straight counterparts etc.) by dressing up and 
walking on the ramp, much like the way a fashion model parades a runway. 
The winners of the ball were judged on the basis of their ability to most closely 
mimic “realness” on the ramp. This approximation of “realness” is an illustra-
tion of how performativity works. Gender, according to Butler, is like “real-
ness” - it is not a category, but a standard of judgement formed on the basis of 
its ability to produce a naturalized effect. The attempt to mimic the “realness” 
is a moment that exposes how the “normalized” norms of gender are them-
selves contingently instituted and sustained. The significance of the concept 
of performativity is that it allows not only a contestation of naturalized as-
sumptions about gender and sexuality, but ultimately about any social identity. 
In words of Butler, identity is nothing but “a specific modality of power as 
discourse” (1993, p. 187). 

Micro-Activism 
The third theoretical concept that I propose, develop and utilize in this re-
search is micro-activism. The background for the theorization of micro-activ-
ism is the relationship between subject and power. Philosopher Michel Fou-
cault (1982) explained that power is not restricted to political institutions but 
permeates into how individual subjectivities and identities are constrained 
through operations of governance. Drawing on a Foucauldian notion of indi-
viduation of power, Mouffe (2005) has emphasized the conceptual distinction 
between politics and the political. Explaining this distinction, Mouffe writes: 
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…this is how I distinguish between ‘the political’ and ‘politics’: by ‘the polit-
ical’ I mean the dimension of antagonism which I take to be constitutive of 
human societies, while by ‘politics’ I mean the set of practices and institutions 
through which an order is created, organizing human coexistence in the context 
of conflictuality provided by the political. (p. 9) 

Micro-activism is a concept that transcends both these domains - that of con-
stitutive antagonisms or difference that permeates human relationships, and 
institutionalized politics. As a political act, micro-activism does not neces-
sarily manifest itself as traditional protest politics or moments of public dis-
play of dissatisfaction. Rather, micro-activism involves manifestations of so-
cial desires that do not translate into a language of rights. As I will discuss in 
the course of my analysis, one way in which micro-activism works is through 
reflecting on the contradiction and tensions in one’s own identity performance 
which shifts the meanings and understanding of dominant discourses. Micro-
activism functions to bring together people who can become collectively 
aware that things can change.  

At this point it may be legitimately asked why do we need micro-activism 
as a concept? In order to address this question, one need not look past the way 
politics has been described in discourse theory. In the logic presented by dis-
course theory, a political agent emerges from the sedimented routines of the 
social in a moment of protestation (Marchart, 2018). In his work on populism, 
Laclau (2005) explains the political moment as one when a social request is 
articulated as a political demand. Explaining how collective identities are 
formed, Laclau argues:  
 

Our first task has been to divide the group into smaller units we will call de-
mands: the unity of the group is, in our perspective, the result of an articulation 
of demands. However, this articulation is not caused by a positive and stable 
configuration that we can consider as a unity: on the contrary, given that each 
demand is presented to an order, it is in a peculiar relationship with that order, 
both within and without it. As that order cannot currently fully absorb the de-
mand, it cannot constitute itself as a coherent totality. 

 
The corollary of Laclau’s argument is that in the absence of a coherent politi-
cal demand, political mobilization cannot take place. Political theorist Oliver 
Marchart (2018) further develops this argument to claim that all political mo-
bilization requires a moment of protestation. “Politics, when traced back to its 
“degree zero” of reactivation, is always protest politics,” writes Marchart (p. 
129). Everything else that remains untouched by protest, cannot be legiti-
mately considered as political. Based on this assumption, Marchart goes on to 
construct the concept of minima politica which outlines the basic conditions 
that must be fulfilled for politics to remain before disappearing into what he 
describes as “micro-social” (p. 130). These conditions for minimal politics are 
(p. 190): 
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1. that all politics is a collective enterprise;  
2. that a political collectivity – in contrast to a multitude dispersing in all 

directions – has to be organised;  
3. that in aiming at a particular goal one has to proceed strategically in order 

to overcome obstacles; 
4. that there are obstacles because there are adversaries, i.e., because all pol-

itics is conflictual;  
5. that conflict implies partisanship, i.e.; 
6. that, in order not to dissolve itself in mere sectarianism, any collective, 

organised, conflictual and partisan strategy has to be geared to becoming 
majoritarian, that is, hegemonic. 

 
The perspective of minima politica provides a useful starting point for ap-
proaching the informal questions that bear upon this research. It is clear that 
the festivals are political, but they are political in a way that does not immedi-
ately correspond to clear political demands.  
 
The main investigations of this thesis thus speak to the research question of 
“How can the political logics of queer film festivals in Sweden be understood 
as a form of micro-activism?” Answering this question provides insights both 
into the specific roles of the film festivals and more generally to the forms and 
functions of micro-activism in a Swedish society. 

Situating the research 
This research about queer film festivals in Sweden is situated at the intersec-
tion of two academic traditions, post-structuralism and media and communi-
cation studies. I have already elaborated some of the post-structural theories 
that I engage with in this research. In this section, I strengthen some of the 
connections that this research has in the discipline of media and communica-
tion studies. 

Media and communication research is wide spread, varied and inter-disci-
plinary (Jensen 2011). While it is beyond the scope of this section to detail the 
field of media and communication research, it is certainly possible to outline 
some of the approaches and domains of study relevant to this research.  
An obvious discipline within media and communication research that this the-
sis extensively draws from is film festival research. The study of film festivals 
sets itself apart from their everyday context, approaching film festivals as a 
phenomenon of its own (de Valck, 2007). The expanding field of film festival 
scholarship engages and problematizes this subject through a wide, interdisci-
plinary array of topics. The field of research varies from the study of a single 
film festivals in a localized context to trans-continental studies across a range 
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of festivals. Based on the researcher’s choice of topic and festivals, a highly 
interdisciplinary arsenal of theories is being applied to understand these festi-
vals (Dawson & Loist, 2018). Much like the variety in topics, there are also a 
broad range of methodological approaches, both qualitative and quantitative, 
that are being employed. A non-exhaustive list from literature on film festival 
studies would include thematics that explain film festivals through culture, 
power, cinephilia, spectatorship, history, geo-politics, industry and business 
amongst others (de Valck, 2007; Harbord, 2009; Stringer 2003; Iordanova, 
(eds.) 2013; Loist, 2014; de Valck et al. (eds.), 2016; Zielinski, 2010).  

This research engages with film festival research, and especially with queer 
film festival research which is a developing sub-set in this literature that dis-
cusses queer film festivals (Binnie & Klesse, 2018; Richards, 2016; Damiens, 
2020; Dawson and Loist, 2018; Zilenski 2008, Rhyne 2007). Much like the 
broader domain of film festival research, queer film festival research also em-
ploys a wide variety of theories and methodologies to study the field. Some of 
the notable thematics that emerge out of these works are the relationships be-
tween film festivals and queer cinema, queer film festivals as queer film cul-
ture, identity and community politics, queer films and neo-liberal economies 
and so on. Most of the research available in this domain is archival or com-
parative with relatively few works that focus on smaller queer film festivals. 
This study hopes to contribute to this expanding field by, first, using a distinc-
tively political approach in the study of queer film festivals, and second, by 
focussing on the study of two queer film festivals in a longitudinal study. 

 
The second way to situate this study is a continuing discussion in media and 
communication research about “non-media-centric-media-studies”7. This ap-
proach has been primarily advocated by media scholars Shaun Moores (2005, 
2012) and David Morley (2007, 2009, 2011) who explain that this approach 
is not novel and has been a part of media and communication research since 
its inception as a discipline. Non-media-centric-media-studies is a view of re-
search which argues that media studies is not simply about studying media, 
but rather it is necessary to situate media and their uses in relation to a range 
of other technologies and practices (Krajina, Moores and Morley, 2014). 
While this research does not directly engage with this literature and primarily 
focusses on the theme of post-structural theory and film festival research, this 
approach has certainly influenced how this study was positioned.  

The specific focus of this research is to study how social practices are situ-
ated around a media object, i.e., the queer film festival. In doing so, this re-
search that employs post-structural concepts sets itself apart in several ways. 
First, it avoids the generally adopted conception of politics as a Habermasian 

 
7 For a summary account of non-media-centric-media and communication research, see Re-
searching “mediatized worlds”: Non-media-centric media and communication research as a 
challenge, (Hepp, 2010) 
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public sphere. Second, it circumvents the production/consumption logics of 
explanation that are largely associated with the study of film cultures (c.f. 
Bolin 2011). The third direction that this research does not take is to specifi-
cally account for the role of digital infrastructures at the queer film festival. 
The study of digital, especially social media, in media and communications 
research is perhaps the most dominant way in which the field is moving (Lind-
gren, 2017). Although digital technologies, such as screening equipment, dig-
itized films, as well as social media networks were an important part of the 
enabling infrastructure that made the queer film festival possible, this study 
does not focus on the digital aspect of these events. In particular, I observed 
that the role that social media played at the queer film festivals was limited to 
advertisement and publicity. This was important for the queer film festival in 
order to reach out to people for various things, such as announcing screenings, 
putting out calls for films, asking for volunteers etc. however, social media 
was almost never the site where social interactions took place.  

The Structure of the Thesis 
The introductory chapter provided the necessary contextual background for 
this study. This included a brief history of queer film festivals, the motivation 
for this study as well as the basic approach to research outlined through a se-
ries of informal questions of research. Then, this chapter accounted for the 
theoretical concepts, namely, discourse theory, performativity and micro-ac-
tivism which I deploy and develop throughout this thesis. Finally, I situated 
this research in the field of media and communication studies, identifying the 
parts of this wide, inter-disciplinary domain that research speaks to, as well as 
pointing out to specific dominant trends in the subject which this study does 
not take.  

The following chapter, Chapter 2, will be devoted to the methodological 
approach of this thesis. The chapter will begin by outlining the ontological 
framework of post-structuralism, especially discourse theory and how it influ-
enced the methodological approach, as well as choice of methods in this thesis. 
I will elaborate upon the approach of ethnographic discourse analysis that was 
used to gather, analyse and present this research. I then provide an ethno-
graphic account of the fieldwork conducted at the two queer film festivals. 
Finally, I provide a detailed account of ethical considerations that were a part 
of this research, as well as how these ethical issues were resolved.  

The journey into the Swedish queer film festivals begins in Chapter 3 which 
discusses the meanings and implications of “queer” at both the CQF and the 
MQF. I analyze the discursive material produced by the queer film festivals 
to represent itself, such as festival program booklets, posters, festival trailers, 
blogs etc. to infer how each of these festivals defined “queer”. This interpre-
tation of “queer” provides insights about how the meanings of other signifiers 
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at the festival were constructed in relation to the specific way in which “queer” 
is defined at each of the festivals. The meaning of “queer” constructed the 
queer film festivals into specific forms of ideological discourses. While the 
meanings ascribed to “queer” at the CQF and the MQF were in stark contrast 
to each other, I also discuss the similarities between the two, in how both for-
mulations of queer emphasized inclusiveness as a norm. This discussion about 
what “queer” meant and its significance provides the necessary background 
for the following ethnographic chapters, that focus on what is performed and 
what is not performed at the queer film festivals. 

The textual background of “queer” leads us to Chapter 4 where I begin to 
develop arguments around how queer film festivals engage in micro-activism. 
The ethnographic material that I foreground in this chapter is from CQF which 
creatively uses several locations across the city of Stockholm as venues for its 
festival screenings. During my fieldwork, I discovered that one of main ways 
of creating a political engagement at the queer film festivals in Sweden, was 
through creating safe spaces for their festival goers where they can exhibit, 
share and negotiate their collective experiences of otherness. The production 
of these safe spaces was akin to a micro-activist logic which speaks internally 
to a group, as opposed to a macro-activist design such as pride festivals, which 
would attempt to appropriate space from other demographics. 

The chapter that follows this discussion is an examination of how the dis-
cursive articulations of “queerness” are bound up with logics of failure and 
contingency. In Chapter 5, I present ethnographic examples from both MQF 
and CQF which illustrate how contingencies play out at the queer film festi-
vals, both as an unintended aspect of communication, as well as strategic de-
ployments on the part of queer film festival organizers. The chapter empha-
sises the productive dimensions of contingency and failure, by exemplifying 
how identifications, meanings and knowledge are constructed at the queer film 
festival. 

By the end of Chapter 5, I will have provided ample documentation of the 
film screenings and performances that took place at the MQF and CQF, as 
well as the various ways in which queer film festival is a place where demo-
cratic contestations, understood as micro-activism, can take place. In the fol-
lowing two chapters, I address what goes on behind the scenes at the queer 
film festivals, who are the people organizing these events and why do they do 
what they do. I begin this discussion in Chapter 6 where I detail my experience 
as an organizational member of the MQF, especially focusing on the two years 
2017 and 2018. During these years, the MQF organization went from being a 
one-person endeavour to a seven-member team. This was done with the intent 
of making the MQF a more representative and a diverse organization, which 
was in sync with the kind of films that the festival wanted to screen. The dis-
cussion in this chapter focuses on how the organizing group of the MQF in-
terpreted and performed the norm of inclusivity and how this both facilitated 
and impeded the process of organizing the festival. 
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Chapter 7 which discusses the CQF organization, presents a contrast to the 
previous chapter on inclusivity at the MQF. CQF follows a more hierarchical 
organization model with specified roles for every participant - organizers, pro-
ducers and volunteers. The chapter draws attention to the volunteers who 
mostly work for the CQF during the festival. During my fieldwork between 
2017 to 2019, I used volunteering as method to conduct my fieldwork at the 
CQF. This engagement provided me with intimate access to other volunteers, 
mostly LGBTQIA+ youth studying or working in Stockholm who would work 
for the CQF during the festival. The chapter thematically reviews the reasons 
and circumstances that motivate these individuals to participate in the festival. 
The chapter concludes with a discussion of the specific circumstances in Swe-
den that underlie why LGBTQIA+ persons feel marginalized, and how their 
participation at the CQF is an effort to construct themselves as a community. 

The final chapter, Chapter 8, begins with a summary of research findings, 
especially from the perspective of how micro-activism was performed at the 
two queer film festivals of Sweden. I then engage in a detailed discussion 
about the significance of queer film festivals from the perspective of media 
and communication research. The chapter concludes with an account of the 
theoretical, methodological and empirical contributions of this study.  

At the beginning of each of the ethnographic chapters, Chapter 3-7, there 
is an ingress which introduces and builds on the red thread argument regarding 
micro-activism performed at queer film festivals in Sweden. Each of these 
chapters also ends with a concluding summary that specifically ties together 
the discussions regarding micro-activism. 
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2. Researching Queer Film Festivals 

How this study emerged 
The research that I present in the chapters that follow is the outcome of five 
years of doctoral study in Media and Communication Studies at the Depart-
ment of Informatics and Media, Uppsala University, that started in the spring 
of 2016. My interest in studying queer film festivals emerged from my back-
ground as an activist filmmaker, turned academic. In my early twenties, I was 
introduced to the LGBTQIA+ struggles in India through several friends and 
colleagues who identified with the movement. I became an active volunteer 
for the Bangalore Pride week, and then helped organize the first pride parade 
in Chandigarh, a northern Indian city. During this time, while pursuing my 
Master and subsequently M.Phil. (Licentiate) degrees in Philosophy at the 
Panjab University in Chandigarh, I was also working as an editor for a film 
magazine specifically dedicated for filmmakers, producers and film organiza-
tions from Asia and Europe. The doctoral research at Uppsala University was 
an opportunity to coalesce my continuing interests in cinema, film festivals, 
social theory and LGBTQIA+ movements. 

Sweden was an ideal place to conduct this study. I have already discussed 
how it has one of the most progressive legislative regimes in the world for 
gender and sexual autonomy. It has been widely remarked, even by the Swe-
dish state itself, that Sweden is a LGBTQIA+ friendly country where everyone 
is treated fairly, irrespective of their sexual preferences. At least on the sur-
face, this was in stark contrast to India. Even when this project was conceived, 
same sex relationships were illegal in India through a draconian provision of 
the Indian Penal Code known as Section 377.8 Trans and inter-sex communi-
ties face persecution on a daily basis. Yet, there is an active LGBTQIA+ strug-
gle that opposes legal and social discrimination, and there are also small suc-
cesses.  In 2018, for example, Section 377, was repealed by the highest court 
in the country. Locating this study in Sweden, therefore, also promised to fulfil 

 
8 Section 377 in Indian Penal Code - Unnatural offences: Whoever voluntarily has carnal inter-
course against the order of nature with any man, woman or animal, shall be punished with 
imprisonment for life, or with imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend 
to ten years, and shall also be liable to fine.  
For a detailed discussion see Decriminalization of Section 377 IPC: Securing Right and Social 
Inclusion of LGBTQ+ https://www.lawctopus.com/academike/decriminalizing-of-section-377/ 
<Accessed on 9th February 2021> 
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my own commitment to the LGBTQIA+ movement in India to which I could 
contribute through my experience and knowledge generated during this re-
search. 

Academically, a foundation in post-structuralism was central to the devel-
opment of this research. Using a post-structuralist approach to media studies 
was a part of the call for Ph.D. proposals through which this project was ini-
tiated. This particularly suited my already established interest in post-struc-
turalist literature, especially the works of Jacques Lacan, Ernesto Laclau, Ju-
dith Butler, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, which had a significant in-
fluence on the framing of this project. In the introduction to this thesis, I ex-
plained that the theoretical approach used to understand and analyse my 
ethnographic material primarily employs the concept of discourse, as devel-
oped within the framework of Discourse Theory. Later in this chapter, I will 
further elaborate how some of the post-structural ontological assumptions in-
fluenced and shaped the methodological approach for this research. 

The original call for this doctoral research project was also looking for en-
gagement with the framework of participation. During the early stages of re-
search, the study of participation within the film festival organization was 
foregrounded as the primary object of research. As I began reviewing my eth-
nographic material, however, the concept of participation took a back seat. 
There were several reasons for this shift. One of the main reasons was that 
participation, as equalization power relations in decision-making processes 
(Pateman, 1970),  shifted the focus of my observations to questions of who 
was deciding what, rather than what was being decided. Shifting the primary 
focus of this research allowed me to explore other issues that were being re-
flected at the queer film festivals in a more interpretative and less theory-
driven manner, a process from which the concepts precarity and (micro) ac-
tivism emerged as focal points. The other reason for the shift was that outside 
of the festival organization as such, there was little ongoing participation. The 
festival audiences at the Swedish queer film festivals were not, to use Alvin 
Toffler’s (1980) term, prosumers, i.e., individuals producing or contributing 
towards the content screened or performed at the film festivals. Even though 
talking to the festival audiences was a part of my fieldwork, I began to realise 
that they were not actively contributing to the festivals and not aware of the 
intentions of the organizers producing these festivals. Festival audiences were 
not able to judge the extent of how far those intentions were realized. These 
realizations led me to foreground my own role as an informed observer, in 
reviewing the festival experience as such. Some aspects of the original focus 
on participation remains, in that some of the fundamental concepts linked to 
participation including decision making and power remained integral to the 
research and contributed significantly to the formulation. 
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A Post-structural Vision of Research 
Given the importance of post-structuralism to the framing of this research, it 
can be legitimately expected that the methodological approach would be sig-
nificantly driven by a post-structural vision of research. In the introductory 
chapter, I discussed some of the ontological assumptions that have dominated 
the intellectual development of post-structural thought. In this section, I will 
outline how these assumptions were translated into methodological consider-
ations, influencing the methods of data gathering, selection and analysis dur-
ing the fieldwork. 

One of the main post-structural assumptions that I have previously dis-
cussed is the view of reality as unfixed, contingent and dynamic. For empirical 
research, it is important to recognize social life as a contingent and emergent 
process rather than a series of repetitive, law-like patterns (Hammersley, 
2008), and recognising that conceptual theorization never can fully capture 
social reality. Qualitative research, thus, has to be focused on finding meaning 
in a situated context, rather than postulating objective facts about the world. 

 
An Ethnographic Approach 
In my research approach, the idea of contingency in social life was primarily 
operationalized through the use of ethnography as the primary method of data 
gathering employed during the fieldwork. Ethnography is a qualitative meth-
odology with its origin in cultural and social anthropology, which is exten-
sively used even in the discipline of social sciences. Two important aspects of 
ethnographic fieldwork are participant observation and interviews.  The mod-
ern conception of participant observation sees it as a non‐quantitative method, 
which claims to give privileged access to meanings through the researchers 
empathetic sharing and participation of the experiences in the world he or she 
studies (Platt, 1983, p. 378). During my fieldwork, I conducted extensive par-
ticipant observation at both the MQF and the CQF, not only as a festival visitor 
or silent observer of its organization, but also by engaging in other organiza-
tional processes such as participating in the organizational meetings and vol-
unteering for the festival.  

A distinctive aspect of the role of the researcher during fieldwork is the 
spectrum ranging from participant to observer (Junker, 1960, p. 145-146). 
Here, the distinction is related to the comparative involvement or detachment 
of the researcher from the participants and processes under study. On the spec-
trum of detachment and involvement, my research was variable and context 
dependent, based on the particular festival and category of process under 
study. To a large extent, my participation was that of an active co-organizer 
or a volunteer worker I was never just a “fly on the wall”. This will be further 
discussed when I present my detailed involvement with the two festivals. 
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I supplemented participant observation with informal, on-the-fly, as well 
as pre-arranged, semi-structured interviews. The structured interview con-
ducted in social survey research, the ethnographic interview is pre-dominantly 
informal and semi-structured (Bryman, 2011, p. XXIII). From a post-struc-
tural discourse theory perspective, the subject is always already in a meaning-
ful world of objects and practices (Torfing, 1999) and therefore, interviews 
are a direct source of accessing the contextual and relational positions in the 
field. During the course of my research, I interviewed forty people in sched-
uled interviews, conversations that lasted between twenty minutes and two 
hours. These interviews were conducted with film festival organizers, volun-
teers, performers and guests of the festival and audiences who regularly visit 
the festivals in Malmö and Stockholm. In some cases, I conducted several in-
terviews with the same festival organizers and festival volunteers. All these 
interviews were audio recorded with the consent of the interviewees, and tran-
scribed. In addition to these scheduled and semi-structured interviews, I also 
had several informal conversations with the festival organizers during the 
course of my fieldwork. Since these conversations were not recorded, I noted 
down such conversational snippets as part of my fieldnotes.  

 
The Role of Theory as a Sensitizing Tool 
Since my work from the outset had a set theoretical framing, it was theory-
informed from the start. In such work, potential tension arises from the open-
ended meaning-making processes of ethnography and the theoretical lens 
brought into the process. A useful methodological instrument that can help 
search for “creative and contextually sensitive ways in which people make 
sense of the world” (Hammersley, 2008, p. 23) is the notion of sensitizing 
concepts, first developed by Herbert Blumer (1954) to distinguish the role of 
theory in social science from those emerging in the natural scientific para-
digms. Here, the sensitizing concept is understood as providing the social sci-
entist with “a general sense of reference and guidance in approaching empiri-
cal instances” (p. 7). In contrast to what Blumer calls definitive concepts that 
provide clearly defined attributes of a class of objects, sensitizing concepts 
lack such specification. The sensitizing concept, therefore, acts as a guiding 
roadmap in research that re-enforces the balance between the need for theo-
retical concepts without the theoretical framework dominating the empirical 
study to obscure phenomena from the research. 

The notion of sensitizing concepts played an important part, especially in 
the early stages of my fieldwork, in the way I approached both my participant 
observation, as well as my interviews. In order to develop such sensitizing 
concepts, I relied primarily on literature from discourse theory, participatory 
communication research and queer film festival studies, which constituted the 
initial framing of my research.  
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Here is an example of how a sensitizing concept was developed and subse-
quently used during my fieldwork. Drawing upon the literature from dis-
course, I developed the sensitizing concept “dislocation” within the queer film 
festivals. This concept helped in alerting me towards the various ways in 
which dislocation was experienced at the queer film festival, such as material 
constrains, exclusions, social threats etc. Once the “dislocations” of the festi-
val were mapped into their individual components, I no longer needed to per-
sist with the concept of dislocation but addressed each of the relevant and 
identified components directly during further research. Similarly, the sensitiz-
ing concepts were useful in framing some of the questions for the semi-struc-
tured interviews with the participants at the festival. The use of the sensitizing 
concepts such as “decision making” helped me identify and distinguish be-
tween the “privileged” (organizers) and “non-privileged” (volunteers or audi-
ences) at the queer film festival, as well as guiding me in framing some of the 
initial interview topics and questions of my research.  

The deployment of these sensitizing concepts was particularly useful in 
distinguishing what my research was about, from what it was not about. In 
particular, by using a specific sensitizing concept such as “subject position” I 
was able to emphasize to my respondents that the primary objective of this 
research was to analyse their social identity within the festival, as opposed to 
their individual sexual or gender identity. 

 
Discourse Theory as Methodology 
The post-structuralist idea that any text or discourse is embedded with mean-
ings, representations and ideologies, was central to the development of my 
methodology. It implies that the task of analytical research is not simply to 
describe the reality, but deconstruct the ways in which any social discourse is 
entrenched with symbols, beliefs or connotations which circulate within that 
reality. Here, the specific use of discourse theory becomes relevant, because 
of the specific way in which discourse is defined within this framework. 
Laclau and Mouffe (1985) describe discourse as a “linguistic and non-linguis-
tic totality” (p. 100). Discourse is not limited simply to language in use, but 
encompasses all materializations of meaning, including written and spoken 
words, images, sounds, gestures, physical architectures, institutions, organi-
zations, practices etc. This insight again emphasizes my use of ethnography 
as a primary method of conducting fieldwork during my research. It will be-
come evident during the presentation of the empirical material in the subse-
quent chapters that the research is not limited only to the study of language, 
but also of spaces, settings, organizations, published texts, images etc. 

Another post-structuralist notion influential to my methodology, also 
drawn from discourse theory, is the concept of articulation. The relationship 
between an abstract rule and the instance of its use in a particular context is a 
relationship of articulation (Laclau, 1990, pp. 208-209). Laclau and Mouffe 
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urge that discourse theorists keep in mind this relationship in the social sci-
ences by formulating empirical research questions in ways that articulate the-
oretical concepts in particular instances of research. The articulatory link be-
tween concepts and empirical instances is therefore a reassertion of the view 
that political concepts and categories do not only exist in books but are also a 
part of the discourses informing institutions and social relations (Laclau, 1994, 
p.2).  

 The specific influence of the concept of articulation during the conception 
and development of this study was that the research process was not conceived 
as a purely intellectual exercise, but rather as an active intervention towards 
the development of the queer film festivals. One significant way in which this 
intervention materialized was to integrate volunteering or participating in the 
organizational work into the research process, therefore creating value for my 
presence at the festival. Further, it has also influenced my approach to writing 
this thesis text. While this thesis engages with complex theories utmost care 
has been taken to present the material in an accessible manner. The work is 
not intended to be read as an intellectual exercise but be practically useful as 
a critical reading of the festivals aimed towards organizers and festival audi-
ences of the two festivals studied, as well as other film festivals. 

Ethnographic Discourse Analysis 
The umbrella term that perhaps best describes the manner in which this mate-
rial has been analysed and presented is Ethnographic Discourse Analysis 
(EDA). EDA is an emerging analytical method within discourse studies that 
insists on foregrounding the ethnographic method. The context of emergence 
of EDA is that while ethnography has been abundantly utilized as a method 
for collecting data for discourse analysis, the anthropological insights devel-
oped in ethnography are seldom used to their full potential during the actual 
analysis. Blommaert (2001) argues that in the field of language, ethnography 
is perceived as a technique through which talk can be removed from its con-
text, where the study of talk becomes a matter of linguistics, conversation 
analysis or discourse analysis, and the study of context is left for ethnography. 
Proponents of EDA argue that methodologically, ethnography and discourse 
analysis can, to borrow discourse scholar Jaspal Naveel Singh’s (2020) phrase 
“turn towards each other” to develop a rigorous and informed understanding 
that draws upon the strengths of both (Blommaert 2006; Blommaert and Dong, 
2010; Macgilchrist and Van Hout, 2011; Scheffer, 2007). While developing 
my ethnographic methodology to conduct my fieldwork, it was already obvi-
ous that I was not simply observing a descriptive reality, but using my own 
analytical, interpretive (and influential) position to the object of my study. In 
the following paragraphs, I will describe how I negotiated between discourse 
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analysis and ethnography in the selection, analysis and the presentation of this 
research. 

The archive on which I base my observations and analysis consists of three 
types of data: semi-formal interviews, ethnographic fieldnotes and archival 
data (including photographs, videos, blogs, email threads, social media posts 
etc.). The specific way in which I engaged with this material involved a dual 
process of coding and categorizing the archive, as well as working with a 
range of theoretical framings of the material. After each round of ethnographic 
fieldwork, the gathered material was archived and organized using a coding 
software, MAXQDA which was also used to manually assign the initial codes 
to the material.  This process was similar to what has been described as a qual-
itative-interpretive content analysis, defined as a research method for the sub-
jective interpretation of the content of text data through a systematic classifi-
cation process geared towards identifying themes or patterns (Hsieh and Shan-
non, 2005, p. 1278). The themes and patterns identified during this phase were 
assigned codes, short phrases that that symbolically assign a summative and/or 
evocative attribute for a portion of data (Saldaña, 2015, p. 3). The initial set 
of codes that were assigned to the categorized material drew mostly from the 
sensitizing concepts and were more “open categories” (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008, p. 101), later on further refined to (partially) fixed categories as the anal-
ysis developed. 

It is important to emphasize that while a coding software was used to ar-
chive the material, it was not utilized any further to generate codes, categories 
or classifications. The main reason for this was to avoid any algorithmic biases 
during research, as well as not to emphasize frequency or recurrence of terms 
but rather to consistently emphasize the importance of even the most solitary 
observation based on the context it was made in. 

A few methodological concepts were instrumental in guiding the process 
of analysis. The first concept was problematization. Most commonly associ-
ated with philosopher Michel Foucault’s (1979) genealogical approach, prob-
lematization refers to a methodological tactic which seeks to answer, not the 
origins or character of phenomena, but rather locating it discursively in a set 
of relations. An example of how problematization became a guiding principle 
in this research was to genealogically bypass the question, “what kinds of sex-
ual practices ought to be legitimated or de-legitimated as queer” but rather to 
ask, “how is queer constructed as a discourse” at the queer film festivals of 
Sweden. The genealogical approach of problematization allowed for formula-
tion of questions that can enable a critique of contemporary practices, without 
necessarily delving deep into its historical or moral origins. 

The other concept that was consciously foregrounded while archiving and 
categorizing the empirical material was retroduction. A retroductive approach 
to analysis is what discourse scholars Glynos & Howarth (2007) describe as 
“a form of reasoning or explanation” that is neither inductive, nor deductive. 
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In the view of natural science, argue Glynos and Howarth, there are two dis-
tinct contexts which are separated from each other: discovery and justification. 
In social science, however, a stark separation between contexts of discovery 
and justification are untenable. Glynos and Howarth explain, “any explanation 
of a social phenomenon must pass through (i.e., take into account in a non-
trivial way) the self-interpretations of the actors engaged in affected practices, 
even if such explanations are not reducible to those self-interpretations” (p. 
21). The means that the boundary between social processes and the context 
within which they take place is indistinct and therefore, they need to be con-
sidered as inseparable entities that constantly influence, determine and modify 
each other. When applied to research, the research process is conceived as a 
restless cycle “because as we move from one ‘moment’ to the next, and back 
again, revising aspects of our account in light of adjustments made in other 
moments, we never return to the same spot” (Glynos & Howarth, 2018, p. 9). 
In my specific case, while working with the empirical material from the queer 
film festivals, the retroductive process had two implications. First, while orig-
inal codes were tentatively theory-informed, the hypothesis that I developed 
from the material was not derived from the application of theoretical concepts 
but were explanations that could account and justify the phenomena or prob-
lem I wanted to investigate. Second, given the value of self-interpretation in a 
retroductive approach, the generalizations that were drawn from the empirical 
material were based on the shared judgements between the actor’s interpreta-
tion of the phenomena, as well as my own interpretation of the material.    

Presentation of the analysis is perhaps one of the most visibly distinct fea-
tures that distinguish traditional discourse studies from ethnography. In using 
EDA, I privileged what are known as “thick descriptions”, ethnographies, over 
the more objective presentation of analysis associated with discourse studies 
(Geertz, 1975). According to Ponterotto (2006), thick descriptions describe 
and interpret social action within its particular context. As Geertz explains, 
when woven in with systems of concepts, they allow for a complex rendering 
of the meanings (and ideologies) embedded in a scenario. The significance of 
using thick descriptions in authoring this thesis is that it allows me to detail 
the situation in its richness and complexity, while drawing conclusions from 
the material without the reader losing the context of the situation in focus. 

An Overview of the Fieldwork 
The fieldwork for this research was conducted over four years, between 2016 
to 2019 in Malmö, Stockholm and also Uppsala. The empirical material pre-
sented in this thesis draws primarily from the data gathered from the Malmö 
Queer Film Festival and the Cinema Queer film festival in Stockholm during 
this period. In this section, I present an ethnographic overview of the fieldwork 
conducted at the festivals, detailing to some extent how I initiated my contact 
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with both the festivals and how my engagement with each festival developed 
during the process of the fieldwork.  

Fieldwork in Malmö 
In February 2016, I first emailed Q, the organizer of the Malmö Queer Film 
Festival (MQF), to investigate if it was possible for me to conduct research at 
the festival. At this point, I was still based in India and was working to create 
a project proposal for the doctoral position at Uppsala University. In this first 
communication, I specified only the broad (and somewhat vague) direction of 
my research, along with an assurance that I would provide her with further 
details as soon as they were available. Q responded positively to my email and 
we agreed in principle that MQF would allow me to conduct my research with 
them. I was also warned that since MQF was a small festival with minimal 
resources, they would not be able to provide me with housing or other re-
sources.  

I arrived in Sweden in May 2016 and by then the MQF 2016 had already 
taken place. Even though I missed the festival in 2016, I remained in touch 
with Q and shared my research proposal with her. Q told me that while she 
was sympathetic to my research, she would also need to bring it up with the 
other members of the festival organization team. In December 2016, I received 
an invitation from Q to attend an organizational meeting of the MQF. By this 
time, she had brought up the issue of my research in the organizational team 
and everyone had agreed to my presence as a researcher at the festival.  

I visited Malmö in January 2017. In my first meeting with Q, which ended 
up as a two-hour interview, Q took me to visit Panora, the cinema where MQF 
was hosted every year. She introduced me to the staff at Panora and showed 
me around the cinema. The next day, I attended my MQF organizational meet-
ing where I met other members of the organizational group. I introduced my-
self to the group and remained relatively quiet for the rest of the afternoon 
while observing and taking notes of the organizational process of the festival. 
Over the course of the next three months, I attended five such organizational 
meetings in Malmö during which I was an observer of the process. Before and 
after these meetings, I also conducted interviews with Q and the other organ-
isers.  

The MQF 2017 was organized over three days in April 2017. The theme of 
the festival was (lack of) access for queer persons. I arrived in Malmö on the 
morning that the festival began and conducted observations each day during 
the festival. During the festival, I also helped out the volunteers in running 
small errands, such as putting up posters, lifting chairs etc. I recorded (with 
the consent of the participants) several parts of the festival such as the opening 
performance and panel discussions. I also spoke with some of the participating 
film makers and audience members about the MQF 2017.  
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I visited Malmö again in August 2017 and conducted interviews with sev-
eral festival organizers. During this visit, I also asked Q to increase my in-
volvement in the festival organization for the MQF 2018. As I have already 
explained in the previous section, one of the visions which I had for the re-
search was to conduct volunteer work so that I could have a closer access and 
experience of the festival processes. Q consented and I became a part of the 
organizational group for the festival. November 2017, I began attending the 
organizational meetings of MQF 2018. One of the main contributions sought 
from me at the time was towards suggesting non-Western films that could fit 
the theme of class and activism for MQF 2018. I visited Malmö seven times, 
attended organizational meetings and continued to conduct informal discus-
sions with festival organizers outside of the meetings.  

The MQF 2018 was held between 27th to 29th April. Apart from taking care 
of logistics and practicalities, I sourced and curated an Indian film titled Ali-
garh (Mehta, 2015) for the festival. I had also organized the script-writer of 
the film to be present via Skype for a post-screening discussion with the audi-
ence. Outside of my organizational responsibilities during the MQF, I contin-
ued my observations and interviews with organizers and visitors at the festi-
val. 

My organizational involvement with MQF continued for the 2019 edition, 
when I participated in two organizational meetings. However, around this 
time, I had a change in my PhD supervisor in Uppsala, and we concluded that 
I had conducted sufficient fieldwork at Malmö. Subsequently I withdrew from 
the organization group for MQF 2019 to focus on analysing the gathered ma-
terial and writing up my research.  

Another aspect of my research with the MQF was how my relationship with 
Q evolved over the course of my research. In 2018, I suggested that the Forum 
for South Asia Studies at Uppsala University invite Q to one of their events 
titled, Queer in South Asia and the Diaspora. In 2019, I was invited to the 
Nordmedia conference held in Malmö to present my ongoing research about 
queer film festivals in Sweden. Q attended the seminar, and we had an inter-
esting conversation after my presentation during which Q told me that she 
liked the way I was analysing and presenting my research. In 2019, Q invited 
me to co-author an an abstract for a special issue on queer media in Lambda 
Nordica which was to be published in 2020. I consented to co-author an article 
with her for two reasons. First, writing an article together with Q could give 
me a more structured insight into the motivation which sustains her participa-
tion in the MQF. Second, the co-authored article would also provide me with 
an opportunity to contribute something to Q and the MQF, which had always 
been welcoming to me in their festival organization process. This article, titled 
‘Organizing a queer film festival for the LGBTQIA+ community? Notes from 
Malmö Queer Film Festival,’ was being developed by Q and myself, until the 
pandemic delayed the publication of this issue.  
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Fieldwork in Stockholm 
In August 2016, a few months after arriving in Uppsala, I wrote an email to 
Isak and Theresa, the organizers of CQF, explaining my interest in conducting 
research at the festival. At the time, I did not receive a response. A year later, 
I again contacted them, this time sharing my experience at the MQF earlier 
that year. I received a response, but it was not the one I wanted.  

Isak wrote back warmly, but said that they (himself and Theresa) were ex-
tremely busy with the festival organization and suggested that I could meet 
them after the festival was over. Worried that I would not get any sort of in-
sider access into the CQF, I wrote back hoping to get a few minutes of their 
time since I was interested in volunteering for the festival. I felt a great sense 
of relief when I heard back from them with a proposal for a short meeting the 
following day.  

I met Isak and Theresa at a café, close to the CQF office. I explained to 
them the purpose of my research, as well as my interest in volunteering for the 
CQF 2017. The highlight of this meeting was the glint in Isak’s and Theresa’s 
eyes when I told them that I had a car. Little did I realize how much transport-
ing materials efficiently during the festival was critical to the success of the 
CQF. Neither did I anticipate that I was to become the designated transporter 
for the festival over the next two years.  

During the CQF 2017, I attended four out of the five days of the festival. 
On each of these days, I loaded a hundred and twenty foldable plastic chairs 
into the back of my 2001 Volvo V70 and transported them to various screen-
ing locations around Stockholm. Along with the chairs, there were plenty of 
other things to transport – screening equipment, carpets, decorations, sacks 
filled with popcorn, etc. I made multiple trips to the airport to pick up festival 
guests, and rescued festival volunteers and technicians who had been stranded 
at one location, and needed to reach some other venue.  

In 2017, there were only six volunteers at CQF, and there were always 
things to be done. By the end of the festival, I had participated in cleaning up 
basements, filling balloons, decorating halls, mounting and unmounting large 
projection screens, buying Christmas trees, looking for firewood in early au-
tumn, repairing smoke machines, selling drinks at the bar, and much more.  

Volunteer work at Cinema Queer took place before and after the festival 
screenings. This suited my research since I was mostly free during the screen-
ings to attend the festival, and conduct my observations at several locations. 
In case of a contingency though (and there were a few as will become apparent 
in the later chapters) I had to step away from my observations to prioritize the 
work of the festival. This simply felt as the right thing to do; as a volunteer I 
was not merely observing the festival process, but actively participating in it.  

My participation in CQF 2018 started with attending a meeting for volun-
teers of the festival. I will describe the details of this meeting at length in 
chapter seven. While transportation did constitute the bulk of my volunteer 
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work also during this festival, I was spared from having to undertake other 
tasks since there was a significantly larger number of volunteers present in 
2018. During this festival, I conducted several informal conversations with 
festival volunteers and audience members. 

In 2019, my involvement in the festival was limited. This was partly a de-
liberate choice as I felt I had gathered sufficient material during the previous 
two years. My material was reaching saturation regarding observations at the 
festival. However, based on the feedback that I had received during the mid-
term evaluation of my research, I needed to add more structured and scheduled 
interviews with volunteers and festival audiences. Some of these interviews I 
carried out in person, but I also recruited help of Yago Mathews, a Masters 
student in Media and Communication Studies at Uppsala University, who 
helped me conduct and transcribe some such interviews. Yago followed the 
same process of volunteering for the festival in order to gain proximity to other 
volunteers. He also wrote extensive fieldnotes about his observations and 
shared them with me after the festival. Although I have not used or incorpo-
rated these notes within my own fieldwork, reading them has been useful be-
cause they echo and confirm some of my own observations from the previous 
festivals.  

Community Engagement in Uppsala 
The empirical material that I present in this thesis draws from the fieldwork 
that I conducted at the MQF in Malmö and the CQF in Stockholm. It is, how-
ever, pertinent to note that I have also engaged with some LGBT+ organisa-
tions and events in Uppsala. While this engagement never grew into a full-
scale fieldwork study, it helped me acquire a broader understanding on the 
lives of LGBTQIA+ persons in Sweden. 

My arrival in Uppsala coincided with the first “WelcomeOUT” pride festi-
val in the city in 2016. This festival, which took place in the backdrop of the 
Syrian Refugee Crisis, was organized to welcome LGBTQIA+ immigrants 
and new arrivals in Sweden. The most relevant aspect of this festival, from the 
perspective of my research, was the WelcomeOUT Film Festival (WOFF) 
which was organized as part of the WelcomeOUT pride week. I attended and 
made observations at the film festival. In 2017, however, the WOFF was can-
celled and the only film-based events that took place during the festival in 
2017 were a handful of stand-alone screenings. While my engagement with 
the WelcomeOUT festival was a good introduction to the LGBTQIA+ issues 
in Sweden, films and film screenings remained, at best, a marginal aspect of 
these festivals.  

My initial research proposal also included a plan to conduct ethnographic 
fieldwork at the “queer” festival program of the Uppsala International Short 
Film Festival (UISFF). During the UISFF 2016, however, I realized that there 
were neither any specific LGBTQIA+ events planned along with the “queer” 
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parts of the film program, nor were any specific LGBTQIA+ persons involved 
in the organization of this aspect of the festival. The value of this festival, from 
the perspective of investigating queer film festivals as a form of activism, was 
dubious and therefore I excluded it from the research plan.  

A meaningful association I developed during my research was when my 
partner, Kavita, decided to make a short film about the WelcomeOUT festival. 
I helped her in the process of editing this film which was subsequently selected 
as the opening film for “Films from Uppland” section at the UISFF 2018. An 
aspect of the UISFF program that continued to intrigue me, especially after 
the Welcome OUT film got accepted at the festival, was the presence of sev-
eral “queer” films in “general” sections of the program. While it was beyond 
the scope of my research to investigate this phenomenon, it would be valuable 
in the future to study the presence of “queer” films in mainstream film festi-
vals.  

My association with the film introduced me to prominent LGBTQIA+ ac-
tivists working independently and with RFSL (The Swedish Federation for 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and Intersex Rights) in Uppsala. 
My collaboration with RFSL Uppsala also extended into a formal partnership 
with the Department of Informatics and Media at Uppsala University, for a 
Bachelor’s course in Media Studies during 2018 and 2019. As a part of this 
course, more than twenty-five students worked with RFSL Uppsala and the 
Welcome OUT pride on media projects such as producing a documentary on 
mental health for LGBTQIA+ persons, running Instagram campaigns seeking 
volunteers for the Welcome OUT pride and creating podcasts giving infor-
mation to newcomers about social support systems for LGBTQIA+ persons in 
Uppsala. These frequent engagements in Uppsala kept me abreast with the 
important LGBTQIA+ issues taking place outside the queer film festivals of 
Malmö and Stockholm. 

Ethical Considerations 
The fact that a majority of my work was done at queer film festivals and con-
cerned LGBTQIA+ persons, the ethical issues regarding the research were of 
utmost importance. In this section, I will outline some of the main ethical con-
cerns that were foregrounded during the research process, as well as how these 
specific concerns were continually addressed during the research.  

The first ethical consideration that I was faced with during the research 
process was seeking the consent of the festival organizers at the MQF and the 
CQF. I initiated contact with festival organizers via email and immediately set 
up meetings with them to explain my research. In these first interactions, I 
endeavoured to explain both my intentions, as well as the research project to 
the best of my ability. Keeping in requirement with the good research practice 
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in Sweden, this information included the overall plan for my research, the pur-
pose of the research, the specific methods (ethnography including participant 
observation and interviews), the possible avenues in which this research 
would be presented, as well as the voluntary nature of this research.9  

It is widely discussed in qualitative research that informed consent cannot 
be simply seen as a static document to be signed at the beginning of the re-
search but needs to be continually developed through appraising the research 
participants at different stages of the project (Mara, Potts, Bartocci, 2013). 
During my research, I found several opportunities to update the festival or-
ganizers about the progress of my research. One of the main avenues for 
providing the details of developments in my research was after the festivals, 
when I would sit down with the participants for semi-formal interviews. 
Against the backdrop of hectic organization work before and during the festi-
val, these were relatively calmer settings in which I discussed my research 
with the festival organizers. Even during the festival, several participants often 
found a quiet moment to chat with me about my research and I was always 
enthusiastic to respond to their questions. 

An important step towards formalizing consent in the research was that I 
shared my thesis chapters with the festival organizers, and selected parts of 
the thesis with other significantly represented informants before finalizing the 
manuscript. The positive responses I received on my manuscript from the fes-
tival organizers were perhaps testament to their consent being represented ac-
curately, their comprehensive understanding of this research, as well as their 
willing participation in the project. 

Apart from festival organizers, I also included several volunteers and fes-
tival goers in the research process. In the case of several such participants, it 
was not always possible to engage in long term communication since it was 
not always confirmed if they were returning to the festival. I documented the 
informed consent of these research participants using a consent form which 
detailed the topic and summary of the research, the conditions for the use of 
the gathered information, as well as their explicit permission to use the mate-
rial. 

All empirical material gathered during this research was collected with ex-
plicit consent and to the best of my ability, informed. Any person involved 
with the queer film festival who refused (or even as much as hesitated) in 
participating in this research has not been included in the empirical material 
used for research. 

Any research involving people requires that it assess the harm it can cause 
to the research participants versus the potential benefits of the research project. 
One of the main reasons for harm to befall upon a research subject is mishan-
dling of their sensitive personal data which includes the racial or ethnic origin 

 
9 For Good Research Practice Guidelines in Sweden, see https://www.vr.se/english/analysis/re-
ports/our-reports/2017-08-31-good-research-practice.html <Accessed on 9th January 2021> 
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of the person, their political opinions, religious beliefs, membership to a trade 
union, their physical or mental health condition, or their sexual orientation. 

This research was typically focussed on the motivations of people to organ-
ize, participate or attend queer film festivals and did not require any material 
that could be considered sensitive personal data. In order to ensure that no 
sensitive data was collected, careful attention was paid to both the framing of 
questions, as well as the procedures of recording the data. No questions re-
garding individual personal information, ethnicity, sexual preference or polit-
ical opinions were posed to the participants during the interviews. If any such 
information was inadvertently volunteered during the research, which would 
sometimes happen during a performance or a panel discussion, it was not rec-
orded. Further, special care was taken to exclusively use recorders provided 
by the university for audio recording interviews. Once these interviews were 
transcribed, they were deleted from the recorders. 

Interview participants were also informed that they did not need to share 
even their full names for this research since it was irrelevant to the project. 
Even though several of my interview participants are public figures and com-
fortable with using their name in the research, I have chosen to pseudonymize 
all names in this manuscript. This was done to ensure that the participants are 
not searchable over internet databases when this research is published. Fur-
ther, the research also complies with the recommendations made by Uppsala 
University regarding data management procedures.  

In light of the absence of the requirement of personal data, the overall as-
sessment of harm that could accrue to the participants in the research was 
deemed to be significantly low. Even so, I was prepared to abort any interview 
in case the participant showed any mental discomfort with the questions 
posed. Any such situation, however, did not materialize during the research 
process. 

The benefits of the research relate not only to valuable academic 
knowledge about Swedish queer film festivals, but also towards film festival 
organizers themselves who often expressed a lack of systematic or structured 
feedback about their festivals. The research constitutes valuable insights, as 
well as constructive critiques, of the strategies and practices employed by 
queer film festival organizers before and during the festival. Further, it consti-
tutes a repository of volunteer and festival goers’ perceptions about the festi-
val. This information is not only beneficial to the organizers of the MQF and 
the CQF, but is meaningful for other film festival organizers, activists and 
society at large. 

A Note on Language 
Some specific issues emerged during this research that concerned language 
and translations. The first one concerned denoting identities. The term that I 
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use to denote identities based on gender and sexuality throughout the thesis is 
LGBTQIA+ which stands for lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, trans, queer, intersex, 
asexual and ‘plus’ as an inclusive sign for all other groups. This is perhaps a 
bit more cumbersome than simply using the word “queer”, which is commonly 
used in English. Since my research is specifically studying queer film festi-
vals, it was important that I do not presume what the word “queer” meant. 
Developing an understanding of how “queer” is defined and used at the queer 
film festivals is a central theme of the following chapter.  

The translation of material from Swedish to English was done with the help 
of translators who were well versed in both languages. The translation, how-
ever, presented an interesting dilemma. In one of my early classes in Swedish, 
I was told by my knowledgeable professor that it was common amongst 
younger Swedes to use the pronoun “hen” which is gender neutral. In English, 
this pronoun has no equivalent, and in practice it is used as “they/them”. For 
an English reader, the use of this pronoun often creates linguistic discomfort 
because most people are not used to referring to a single person as “they/them” 
which are plural terms. I have, out of respect for persons who wish to be iden-
tified by these terms, used the pronouns they or them while referring to them 
in the text.   

Another smaller, but significant dilemma, was translating the language 
used for disabilities. Swedish language uses politically correct terms such as 
“functionally challenged” (funktionshindrad) or even “functionally diverse” 
(funktionsvariation) instead of the word “handicapped” (handikapp). The di-
lemma emerges because within disability studies, there is an emphasis on us-
ing ‘person-first’ language. A translation of funktionshindrad as “a person 
with functional reductions” though is simply not the correct way of translating 
the word. Instead, taking cue from other scholars who have written on the 
subject, such as Don Kulick and Jens Rydström (2015), I have simply chosen 
to use a person-first translation. 
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3. Queer 

This chapter looks discursively at the concept of “queer”, as it is constructed in the 
texts produced by the Cinema Queer Film Festival and the Malmö Queer Film 
Festival: their film program booklets, festival blogs and promotional materials. The 
chapter discusses the similarities and contrasts between what “queer” means at 
each of the festivals. There are similarities in what “queer” attempts to achieve at 
both the festivals; in particular, how the suggested meaning of “queer” is an 
attempt by the festivals to signify an inclusionary norm. But the meanings are also 
different. The specific meanings of what “queer” means at each of these festivals is 
significant because it determines how these festivals attempt to constitute themselves 
as ideological projects, which incubate communities that in turn can foster forms of 
political engagements. 

A Festival Named Queer 
The fact that Malmö Queer Film Festival (MQF) and the Cinema Queer Film 
Festival (CFQ) call themselves “queer” is unusual. A quick survey shows that 
the word “queer” has rarely featured in names of film festivals, especially in 
Western countries, since the mid-2000s.10 This is well before the time that 
both MQF and CQF were established in 2010 and 2011 respectively. Even 
within the Nordic region, popular LGBTQIA+ festivals are named MIX Co-
penhagen (Denmark), Oslo/Fusion International Film Festival (Norway) and 
Vinokino (Finland). None of these festivals include queer or other identity-
based acronyms in their names.  

Using specific terms in the naming of LGBT film festivals has a historical 
context. It is well documented that the first edition of what is the oldest con-
tinuing queer film festival, now known as the Frameline Film Festival11 took 
place in San Francisco under the name of Gay Film Festival of Super-8 Films 
in 1977 and was subsequently re-christened as Frameline Gay and Lesbian 
Film Festival in 1982, before dropping the identity acronyms altogether in 
2004. Similarly, the largest LGBT film festival in Europe, which is now 
known as the BFI Flare: London LGBTQI+ film festival began under the name 
of “Gay’s Own Pictures” in 1986. A couple of years later, in 1988, it was 
renamed the London Gay and Lesbian Festival. Even as the struggles around 

 
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_LGBT_film_festivals <Accessed on 22nd September 
2019> 

11 www.frameline.org <Accessed on 22nd September 2019> 
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gender and sexuality were caught in negotiations around creating an inclusive 
environment for other identities beyond gays and lesbians, these develop-
ments reflected on the film festival circuit. By the early 2000s, almost all film 
festivals in Europe and US had either started using inclusive identity-based 
words such as Queer, LGBTQ+ or, as in the case of Frameline, they did away 
with acronyms altogether. These sexual and identity-based words seem to be 
more popular with film festivals in Asia, where the LGBTQIA+ movements 
are at a more nascent stage compared to the US and Western Europe. 

According to film scholar Skadi Loist (2014), film festivals often use the 
words LGBT or Queer to constitute themselves as a part of a broader network 
within which queer cinema circulates. Even within the festivals that continue 
to name themselves queer, the meaning they convey through the word is am-
bivalent. In a recent comparative study of queer film festivals and their meth-
odologies, Binnie and Klesse (2018) show that even though queer film festi-
vals emphasize themselves as sites for the reproduction of visibility, solidarity 
and queer space, what is understood by the term queer is dynamic, shifting 
and changing from one festival to another.  

In the case of Sweden, the word queer has a special appeal. Tracing the 
development of queer theory in Sweden, anthropologist Don Kulick (2005) 
shows how the concept of queer managed to find its way into popular dis-
course. According to Kulick, even though the mainstream use of the term by 
politicians, journalists, and activists helped highlight certain issues, such as 
transgender rights to the public, its widespread use ultimately led to “queer” 
becoming watered-down and domesticated in ways that obscured or avoided 
controversial or uncomfortable topics, such as prostitution or pornography. 
Swedish comfort with this bland version of queer is relevant when trying to 
understand that both MQF and CQF adopted the term even as other interna-
tional film festivals eschewed it. Gender scholar Ulrika Dahl (2011), in as-
sessing the activist-academic development of “queer” in the Nordic region, 
comments that the usage of the word “queer” is understood as gender trans-
gression and public displays of non-normative sexuality, and in certain cases, 
trans issues.  

This was evidenced during several interviews with the organizers, both at 
CQF and MQF, who preferred “queer” as the overarching term to describe the 
culture they were a part of and were trying to promote through these festivals. 
The reason that these festivals used the word “queer” in naming themselves, 
and persist with its use even now, is that it conveys a meaning to its intended 
public that seems to be easily understood and accepted. The meaning that 
“queer” conveys through the festivals is not a simple re-production of domes-
ticated ideas conveyed by the word queer in the Swedish mainstream. The 
queer film festival is a site where some of the prickliest questions confronting 
Swedish society, such as access for queer persons with disabilities, class divi-
sions, pornography or practices of sadism and machoism can be raised (even 
if they are not resolved there).  
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In this chapter, I will argue that the respective meaning of the word “queer” 
adopted by the CQF and the MQF plays an important role in understanding 
the discourses that these festivals attempt to establish. This is because what 
“queer” means, and what it does not mean, has a relationship to what can be 
done or not done at a queer film festival. 

Theorizing Meaning  
In order to interpret what “queer” means at the Swedish queer film festivals, I 
draw upon insights from discourse theory, which provides conceptual tools to 
describe how meanings are constructed and stabilized in discourses, and what 
is their role in society. The specific theoretical concept from the literature that 
I invoke here is “the nodal point” – a privileged signifier in discourse around 
which meaning is stabilized.  

Laclau and Mouffe’s thesis on meanings has two propositions that create a 
contradictory effect. First, they insist on the “impossibility of fixing ultimate 
meanings” (1985, p. 111). By fixing, they imply that meanings are neither pre-
determined, nor permanent. Rather, meaning is something that is constructed 
in language and always remains open to the possibility of changing. Here, they 
are in tune with other writers such as Wittgenstein, Derrida and Heidegger, 
who have a similar thesis regarding the impossibility of fixing meaning.  Sec-
ond, they claim that discourses are partially fixed. They go so far as claiming 
that “a discourse incapable of generating any fixity of meaning is the discourse 
of the psychotic” (p. 112). It is somewhat paradoxical to simultaneously argue 
for unfixity and fixity in meanings because if meanings are constantly being 
constructed, it does not make sense to speak of them having a sense of stabil-
ity. In order to overcome this paradox, Laclau and Mouffe take recourse in the 
idea of a nodal point, a privileged discursive point around which a partial fix-
ation of meaning can take place. The concept of a nodal point mimics Lacan’s 
concept of point de capiton, except that it is used as a unit of social analysis.  

It might be worthwhile to rest in this Lacanian thought for a while to un-
derstand how the point de capiton, or the nodal point works to stabilize mean-
ing. Lacan was a psychoanalyst whose primary concern was with the relation-
ship between the conscious and the unconscious. He explained the structure 
of the unconscious by comparing it to the way language works (Lacan, 1957). 
His theory of language is inspired by (though a considerably modified version 
of) Saussurean linguistics. According to Saussure ([1916] 1983), the nature of 
the linguistic sign is explained through the relationship between the concept 
(signified) and the sound pattern (signifier). Lacan agreed with Saussure, es-
pecially with Saussure’s pointing out the arbitrary nature of the signifier, 
which means that there is no direct link between the form and the meaning of 
a sign. However, in his own work on language, Lacan modified the Sassurian 
explanation of the relationship between the signifier and the signified. The 
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signifier does not point to a signified but merely reveals the structure of the 
signification or what he called, the “signifying chain” (Lacan [1957] 2006, p. 
418). He claimed that “the signifier in fact enters the signified – namely, in a 
form which, since it is not immaterial, raises the question of its place in real-
ity” (p. 417). This slippage of the signified under the signifier, however, is not 
everlasting. It comes to a halt and produces an illusion of stable meaning. This 
pause happens around what Lacan calls the point de capiton, attachment points 
where meaning is temporarily fixed. The French expression point de capiton 
literally refers to an upholstery button in a mattress that holds the stuff to-
gether, preventing it from spilling out. 

Laclau and Mouffe bring the Lacanian point de capiton into discourse the-
ory and call it a nodal point - a privileged signifier which tries to arrest the 
inexhaustible flow of meaning by attempting to structure a discourse around 
a “chain of signification” (Howarth, 2000, p. 8). The nodal point is a privi-
leged signifier in a discourse, around which other signifiers are ordered and 
acquire meaning through their relationship to the nodal point. Lacanian 
scholar Slavoj Žižek (1989) explains this with the example of “communism” 
as the nodal point within communist discourse. It is because of this privileged 
signifier “communism”, that other signifiers such as “democracy” or “free-
dom” find meaning.  Democracy acquires the meaning of “real” democracy, 
as opposed to “bourgeoise” democracy and “freedom” acquires an economic 
connotation (Howarth, 2000). The point is that once a nodal point is estab-
lished in a discourse, the meaning of other signifiers is fixed by the reference 
to the nodal point.  

A second, related concept to understand the fixation of meaning is the 
“empty signifier”. In his later writings, Laclau emphasized the importance of 
the empty signifier by arguing that a political discourse can only take place 
around an empty signifier that functions as nodal point (Laclau, 1996). Strictly 
speaking, empty signifiers articulate an empty fullness. For Laclau, it “signi-
fies a totality which is literally impossible” (p. 107). When a discourse takes 
place around an empty signifier, that functions as a nodal point, it gives rise 
to an (impossible) ideal around which a society can be organized.  “Politics” 
Laclau claims, “is possible because the constitutive impossibility of society 
can only represent itself through the production of empty signifiers” (p. 44). 
The empty signifier, functioning as a nodal point, can provide the illusion of 
fullness within discourse which is impossible to achieve, yet the necessary 
condition for a political project can be constructed. Discourse theory scholar, 
Jacob Torfing (1999) explains the concept of an empty signifier using the ex-
ample of “the nation”. According to Torfing, “the aim of a nationalistic move-
ment is to hegemonize the content of the empty signifier of ‘the nation’ by 
attaching it to a transcendental signified able one and for all to arrest the play 
of meaning” (p. 202). Once liked to an empty signifier, other signifiers in the 
discourse obtain their meaning through this nodal point, thereby providing a 
stability to the discourse. 
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With these theoretical considerations around the concept of a nodal point 
in mind, I turn my attention to the textual material produced by the CQF and 
MQF. I am using “text”, to signify more than the written word. I am interested 
in a variety of artefacts that show how the festival represents itself to itself and 
others.  The material I have relied upon for this analysis consists of three fes-
tival program booklets (2017, 2018, 2019) from CQF, six festival posters from 
MQF and CQF, the festival blogs of both MQF and CQF, one festival trailer 
(2017) from CQF, as well as the social media pages, Facebook (CQF, MQF) 
and Instagram (CQF), from 2017 to 2019 for the festival. In the following 
sections, I describe those examples from this material which best illustrate 
what “queer” means, how it functions as a nodal point and an empty signifier 
and the way in which it structures the CQF and the MQF as a discourse.  

Rebelliousness But Not Too Rebellious  
Perhaps the most prominent use of the word “queer” in the festival materials 
of CQF I have examined is rebelliousness but not too rebellious. Here is one 
example, CQF’s 2017 festival program booklet, a text from which this mean-
ing of “queer” at CQF can be interpreted. 

CQF’s 2017 festival program is printed as a soft-bound booklet (Images 1 and 
2). It has a black cover with the word QUEER printed on it in a bright pink. 
This is followed by a caption in white that reads, “International film festival 
for faggots, dykes, trans, bi, poofters, queens, ze, sie, hirs, genderqueers, flu-
ids…” The bottom of the page mentions the dates of the festival, “27 sept – 1 
oct 2017” along with the name of the festival, “CINEMAQUEER”.  

The title on the first page of the booklet says, “HISTORY IS A WEAPON” 
followed up with, “Now is the time for our stories” (Nu är det hög tid för våra 
historier).12 The middle third of this page is blank. It is explained that queer 
stories have largely been, and continue to be undocumented and therefore, 
CQF has chosen to leave a part of this page blank. At the bottom of this page, 
it says in English, “QUEERS ARE HERE! GET USED TO IT!”  

 
In this example, “queer” is staged as an empty signifier acting as a nodal point, 
which gives an appearance of fullness in its meaning through the list of iden-
tities that it encapsulates (Butler, Laclau and Žižek, 2000). A part of this pos-
ing “queer” as an empty signifier is that it has a determinable, yet inexhausti-
ble meaning. It does not simply represent an imaginary fullness, but draws 
upon the empirical richness of other sub-identity groups categorized on the 

 
12 “Historia” is the Swedish word that is inter-changeably used to mean “history”, as well as 
“stories”.  
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basis of gender or sexuality, identified through speech utterances: the linguis-
tic assemblages constructed through the insulting terms used to categorize 
people (faggots, bi, poofters etc.) or the pronouns (ze, sie, hirs) people use to 
represent themselves.13 Queer is deployed as an attempt to perform a universal 
function that can signify other particular identities. This attempt to assimilate 
other meanings under its own signification can only be done at the cost of 
emptying itself of a determinate meaning, and hence it is an “empty signifier” 
(Žižek, 1989).  

Once established as an empty signifier, the second time “queer” appears in 
the text it materializes as an absence from a historical narrative. The blank part 
of the page is an apt metaphor for a signifier stripped of its sense, ready to 
embrace whatever meaning the festival will ascribe to it. And finally, in the 
climactic moment, a precise meaning to the word “queer” is deferred. All that 
appears in its place is a suggestion of rebelliousness: “QUEERS ARE HERE! 
GET USED TO IT!”  

The rebelliousness of “queer”, however, has a hyperbolic touch. It suggests 
rebelliousness but not too rebellious. An example of why this rebelliousness 
lacks a certain seriousness can be inferred from the statement concerning un-
documented queer stories. In a place like Stockholm, the tenability of this 
claim is highly contestable. There are ample examples – within academia, 
films, arts etc. which one can find from the previous decades where the lives 
of LGBTQIA+ persons are specifically documented, celebrated and even ar-
chived. Whilst such a claim may be true of other places where non-normative 
sexualities are criminalized, as I described in the introduction, Sweden has a 
long (even if problematic) history of recognizing and legitimating gender and 
sexual identities. The most important evidence that LGBTQIA+ stories have 
been documented in Sweden is the CQF itself; a queer film festival that has 
been engaged with documenting and circulating queer stories in Stockholm 
for almost ten years. 

Another instance of overstatement on this page is the accompanying image 
of the young, white men kissing each other. This picture is a docile represen-
tation of “queer” on this page from the festival booklet. The sense of rebel-
liousness one gathers through this image enhances the somewhat rhetorical 
and tempered meaning it wants to convey. The reason this image is inferred 
to be docile is that it depicts a group of people who are the most represented 

 
13 Chauncey (1994) notes that in the United States, the initial use of the word “queer” in regard 
to sexuality was as a pejorative term for masculine men who were sexually involved with other 
men. Generally, queers were contrasted with (and supposedly themselves detested) fairies, 
which was a pejorative used for effeminate men. In the 1990s, the term “queer” experienced a 
re-birth where it was used by civic movements such as ‘Queer Nation’ to distance itself from 
the categories gay and lesbian which it thought of as exclusionary (Brontsema, 2004). Subse-
quently, scholars of queer theory, such as Butler (1993) and Chen (1998) argued that “queer” 
has a particular sense in its signification - one that does not simply erase the stigma attached to 
the word but rather highlights that stigma and in the process question to notion of sexual legit-
imacy itself.  
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within the LGBTQIA+ spectrum. The meaning of “queer” that is interpreted 
through this material, therefore, is rebelliousness but not that rebellious.  

 
In the following pages of the booklet, a more explicit example of rebellious-
ness-but-not-really appears. This page a manifesto-like statement explaining 
what queer means, accompanied by the name and an image of Bruce LaBruce, 
a white, bespectacled man in his fifties, looking at the camera (Image 4). 
LaBruce is a Canadian zine artist and film-director, who is celebrated as a 
founding-icon of the North American queercore movement – a rebellious 
struggle against mainstream gay and lesbian culture of the late 1980s. 
Queercore was a cultural struggle which found its expression in DIY style 
magazines, music, writing and films. 

LaBruce’s statement also begins with staging of “queer” as an empty sig-
nifier. “The limitations of queer thought are limitless” begins the manifesto. 
In the following sentences of the passage, it reminds of the rebelliousness in 
queer before the emergence of the gay movement in the 1960s. The manifesto 
idealizes the criminal, sexually deviant image of the homosexual and implores 
queer to “foster and expand the imagination, not set limitations upon it.”   

If the claim that “queer” was a revolutionary idea before the Stonewall riots 
of 1969 is not an exaggeration, then other textual elements on the page betray 
the seriousness of LaBruce’s manifesto. Several scattered images and remarks 
on the page are non-serious. “Jodie Foster, Hugged Me! Avowed Lesbian 
says” is printed on top of this statement. At the end of this text, there is a 
coloured picture of a pink mushroom top that says, “Gay is Good” and a grey-
scale image of a Barbie toy castle! 

The effect here is almost similar to the previous example: the suggested 
meaning of “queer” was rebelliousness without being too rebellious. The form 
of rebelliousness communicated in this example implies that rebelliousness is 
present more in thought than in action. It has more to do with small acts of 
cultural appropriation, such as identifying itself with the queercore movement, 
rather the constructing its own identity as a rebellious movement.  

Queer as Ideology 
In the theoretical section of this chapter, I discussed that a nodal point is a 
privileged signifier in a discourse, around which other signifiers are ordered 
and acquire meaning. In the program booklet, once “queer” is established as a 
nodal point, other signifiers on the following fifty pages of the booklet find 
meaning in the context of queer, as rebelliousness without being really rebel-
lious. One poignant example stands out, the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night. 
Here, the meaning of two signifiers, revolutionary and porn are both linked in 
a signifying chain through their relation to queer. 

The first impression that one gathers from the term Revolutionary Queer 
Porn Night is that it has the potential to engage with at least one significantly 
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uncomfortable topic in Swedish society: pornography. The details, though, 
point towards an event that is tamer: a screening, a performance, a photo room 
and a sweaty sauna.  As we will observe in later chapters,14 these spaces were 
seldom used to debate any potential topics that would make people uncom-
fortable. There was no engagement with porn as a radical form of expression. 
Rather, events such as the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night simply represented 
settings and labelling that legitimated ways to engage with normalized or 
sanctioned desires. 

Another example of a signifier in the festival program booklet that finds 
meaning in context to “queer” as a nodal point is the “city”. The second last 
page of the festival booklet is a “Queer Map of Stockholm”. The map is 
printed in black and white, with thirty-six locations numbered in pink. Below 
the map a description of each of these numbered locations that describe the 
various ‘queer’ places in the city. These include various churches, sanctuaries, 
cafés, bookstores, pools, saunas etc. that have been prominent in the lives of 
LGBTQIA+ persons living in Stockholm. These spaces, which would be eas-
ily recognizable to anyone living in Stockholm, are linked to the signifier 
“queer” and thereby assume a different kind of importance. A large majority 
of these locations are locations which are now acceptable as being past havens 
for persons with non-normative sexualities. The city of Stockholm articulated 
with this feathered imagination of “queer” is nothing more than a tourist bro-
chure – that could well be advertised in a Visit Stockholm catalogue. The rea-
son that I critically interpret this depiction of Stockholm as a queer city is that 
it does not engage with those areas of the city where “queer” can potentially 
become problematic in ways that are yet to be normalized by mainstream Swe-
dish society such as LGBTQIA+ prostitution or how LGBTQIA+ immigrants 
access the city.  

These two examples illustrate how the meaning of “queer” structures other 
signifiers within the festival program. This relationship, which can be under-
stood as a chain of signification between “queer” and other signifiers such as 
“revolution”, “porn”, “city”, is important because it points to the fact that as a 
nodal point, the meaning of “queer” stabilizes the meanings of other signifiers. 
In doing so, “queer” becomes a medium through which all other signifiers are 
organized. In this sense, “queer” performs an ideological function since it is 
the one element within the discourse around which all other signifiers quilt15 
or get their sense from. 

 
14 For a detailed discussion on the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night at CQF 2018, see chapter 
5, Contingency. 
15 A term introduced by Jacques Lacan to define the points along a signifying chain where the 
signifier is attached to the signified, at least momentarily. The term is taken from upholstery 
and refers to the attachment of buttons. A certain number of these quilting points are neces-
sary to the ‘normal’ subject—their absence is in fact a symptom of psychosis. Without such 
quilting points the subject would be incapable of navigating their everyday life because they 
would be constantly questioning the meaning of every sign they encountered, from the most 
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The implication that “queer” has an ideological function means three 
things. First, that “queer” is not simply one of the signifiers within a discourse, 
but rather what Slavoj Žižek would refer to as the “master-signifier” that at-
tempts to hegemonize a social field (Žižek 1999). As a hegemonizing master-
signifier, the meaning assigned to “queer” dominates the discursive field and 
structures every other signifier that is a part of the chain of signification. 

Second, as an ideology, “queer” becomes a repository of norms. It is not 
only the meaning that “queer” suggests, but it also represents normative ideals 
and values that are central to the film festival as an ideological discourse. In 
the later chapters, I will discuss how “queer” is interpreted and translated into 
practice at the film festivals but here it is important to remark upon one sig-
nificant aspect of “queer” as a repository of ideological norms. One of the 
most important norms articulated through the construction of “queer” as re-
belliousness but not too rebellious at the CQF is inclusivity. By positioning 
itself in a playful relationship with rebelliousness, the CQF is able to project 
itself as an inclusive project that appeals to a wide variety of individuals within 
the LGBTQIA+ spectrum. In the festival program, “queer” is linked to a broad 
variety of festival goers such as children, activists, cinephiles, older audiences, 
trans groups, people interested in Sadism and Masochism or Kink and so on, 
through offering film selections that can appeal to a diverse audience. As an 
ideological project, CQF articulates itself as a “queer” festival that is inclusive 
of anyone, and excludes no one.  

 Third, as a master-signifier, “queer” becomes an ideological keyword that 
has the potential to shape the identity of the subject as participants of a politi-
cal community. In his work on the relationship between human behaviour and 
politics, Žižek has argued that much of contemporary political life is based on 
a symbolic identification with ideological keywords (Sharpe & Boucher, 
2010). These ideological keywords are nothing but master-signifiers that bind 
together an ideological discourse. In this sense, “queer” is the ideological ker-
nel that provides the identificatory basis for the festival goers to recognize and 
participate in a common project structured around a specific set of values and 
ideals propagated by the film festival through its master-signifier. 

Before moving on to further investigate the precise functions that “queer” 
performs for the CQF, it is pertinent to point out the importance of “queer” as 
an ideological master-signifier for the broader argument which insists that 
Swedish queer film festivals construct communities around practices of mi-
cro-activism. From the analysis of the empirical material presented so far, it 
is clear that “queer” functions as a fulcrum around which a notion of a com-
munity is constructed, and this articulation is not simply motivated by creating 
a community of filmgoers, but a community that is involved in some form of 
political engagement. The specific ways in which this engagement takes place 

 
mundane to the very elaborate. https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/author-
ity.20110803100359484 



 59 

will be discussed in the later chapters of the thesis, but it is relevant to remark 
that that this engagement is structured through the articulation of the master-
signifier, “queer” at the film festival. 

Queer as Enjoyment 
In the previous section, I argued that at the CQF, “queer” is an ideological 
point of identification around which festival goers can construct and articulate 
themselves as a political community. The presence of a master-signifier, such 
as “queer”, does not necessarily mean that subjects who identify with this 
master-signifier necessarily organize themselves around any substantiative 
political action. On the contrary, as Žižek (1989) notes, conscious identifica-
tion of a subject with a master-signifiers seldom translates into civic action. 
Instead, one of the most important functions performed by a master-signifier 
is to justify the performance of institutional rituals at the queer film festival.   

One such ritual that often appeared in conjunction with the word “queer” 
in the textual material from the CQF was the party invitations. A significant 
charm of the CQF for its visitors were the parties and other forms of leisure 
that the festival organized in conjunction with its screenings. These “queer” 
parties were not simply a side-attraction of the festival, but performed a spe-
cific function - namely, providing the festival goers with “enjoyment”. Here, 
“enjoyment” does not simply imply amusement but is a theoretical concept of 
significance that refers to the unconscious desires of a subject. Before elabo-
rating how “queer” provides access to this unconscious desire and its im-
portance for the construction of a political community, it is pertinent to exem-
plify how these “queer” forms of leisure are communicated in the texts pro-
duced by the CQF.  

In order to illustrate how parties are articulated in the texts produced by the 
festival, I will re-visit the example of the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night at 
the CQF which I discussed to explain how “queer” functions as a nodal point. 
The argument was that pornography finds a docile meaning when it comes in 
relation with the nodal point, “queer” at the CQF. The event was a movie 
screening and a performance, followed by a party. It warrants a discussion of 
what this ‘party’ signifies, when it is anchored in context of the specific mean-
ing of “queer” at the CQF. Following is an English translation of the Swedish 
text printed in the festival booklet:  

 
Together with Squirt Season, we invite you to twelve hours of porn at the infamous 
Bronx Sauna. We will be screening Bruce LaBruce’s latest masterpiece, The Misan-
drists and a sperm-filled Sci-Fi film, Fluidø. In addition, a performance by Shu Lea 
Cheang, photo room, four dance floors and a very sweaty sauna. Movie ticket 75 SEK 
(note: applies per movie and not to the club), Porn Package SEK 150 (both movies 
and club). Festival Passes are valid on the spot.  
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Squirt Season is a name that stands out. Thrown in with a queer party at a porn 
programme, it could be interpreted in vivid ways. In actuality, however, Squirt 
Season is the name of an event management group which promotes itself as 
‘a HBTQI/Female/Queer space for everyone who wants to dance, rave and 
explore their lust’.16 As an organizer for a CQF party, Squirt Season confirms 
to the typical observations made so far about what things mean when articu-
lated in relation to the nodal point, “queer” at the CQF. The word itself has a 
transgressive sexual connotation, however, it is actually nothing more than a 
group of people organizing parties specifically conducive for LGBTQIA+ per-
sons. The point to note here is that the promise made by the sign is not a fiction 
such as queer liberation, or queer revolution, but instead, the promise of get-
ting access to a momentary experience of enjoyment - a “queer” party. 

The film festival trailer produced by the CQF in 2018 is a poignant example 
of another textual representation of itself, which shows how signification of 
“queer” does not simply provide a meaning to various elements of a signifying 
chain, but also suggests access to enjoyment during the festival. Following is 
the description of this trailer:  

 
In a DIY style one-minute video, edited over a techno-soundtrack, a man in his early 
twenties, with a shaved head, wearing nothing but black thigh high boots, a black 
earring and a bright red cone over his penis approaches the camera with a hammer in 
his hand. An angry young girl is screaming and showing her middle finger to the 
camera. Two young men, bathed in blood, are licking and kissing each other.  A 
woman of colour, with long braided hair, is dancing on her own under a pink, fluores-
cent light. An inter-racial lesbian? hetero? couple, one of them slinging a CQF bag, is 
making out in full view in a public space. In a sauna, a man is vigorously kissing 
another man, whose distracted gaze hints at his polygamic interest.  Two meagrely 
dressed men, one wielding two Kalashnikov rifles and the other, crawling like a new 
born and wiggling his bum, are seen in the backdrop of the rainbow flag. The trailer 
ends with a pink logo of the CQF followed by the names of its sponsors. 

 
This trailer for a film festival is noteworthy because in it, there is not a single 
reference to films. Not only does the trailer not indicate which films would be 
screened, but also it does not depict any practice, such as putting up a screen, 
or dimming of the lights, eating popcorn and so on, that people would ordi-
narily associate with a film festival. The symbolic imagery of this trailer 
largely repeats every meaning of queer that could be inferred from the festival 
booklet discussed earlier. The trailer constructs a docile image of “queer” as 
young, able-bodied persons engaging in sexual acts which are fairly normal-
ized within a liberal Swedish society. The hammer, the screaming and the au-
tomatic weapons are all emblematic of a confrontational approach in the eyes 
of privileged young white people who have probably never experienced real 

 
16 https://www.facebook.com/squirtseason/ <Accessed 20th October 2020> 
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violence and can only see violence ironically, as staged performance. The 
meaning of queer that can be interpreted from this trailer is the same: rebel-
liousness without being too rebellious. 

Importantly, besides suggesting the specific meaning of “queer” are other 
elements here that point to how “queer” can provide access to enjoyment. Slid-
ing under the ideological construction of queer are other signifiers, the techno 
soundtrack, the dancing woman and the exclusive presence of young people 
in the trailer, all of which suggests that the main appeal of CQF is not neces-
sarily its films, but the parties that are organized as a part of the festival. The 
meaning of “queer” suggested by this trailer can be interpreted as rebellious-
ness but not too rebellious, but “queer” is also presented as giving access to a 
specific type of enjoyment, that can help the subject sustain their interest in 
this specific articulation of the “queer”. 

The concept of enjoyment (jouissance) has been widely discussed as a po-
litical concept (e.g., Žižek, 1989; Stavrakakis, 2002; Glynos & Stavrakakis 
2008) These discussions have largely drawn from the Lacanian thesis on un-
conscious desires which helps them understand the role that enjoyment plays 
in sustaining a discourse. 17 The argument of enjoyment as a political concept 
is simple – a subject within a discourse would buy into the fictions or promises 
made by an ideological discourse as long as it has some access to an experi-
ence of enjoyment. This enjoyment, according to Lacan, is always-already 
lost, and this loss is often attributed to an “enemy” who has stolen this enjoy-
ment. Glynos & Stavrakakis (2008) take the example of a nationalist discourse 
constructed around football. In order to keep a subject motivated to buy into 
the logic of a national football team, it is not simply sufficient that the subject 
remains invested in the national pride associated with the team’s success. The 
illusion of meaning created needs to be sustained through giving the subject 
access to experiences of enjoyment, such as celebratory practices associated 
with the defeat of national enemy. 

In the example of the CQF festival I discussed earlier, the construction of 
the enemy responsible for impeding the enjoyment is marked by “those” who 
refused to acknowledge queer stories or the gaze which impedes young peo-
ple’s sexual freedoms in the festival trailer. A more explicit example in the 
textual material that constructs an outsider who is trying to block “queer” from 
achieving is the CQF 2019 festival poster (Image 6). The poster resembles a 
Marvel comic book celebrating “queer” superheroes. It is a frontal shot of a 
masked “queer” superhero holding the severed head of a white-male. The su-
perhero is Birdman – a hero with superpowers of levitation and telekinesis - 

 
17 Lacan posits jouissance as always-already lost, serving in this way to prop up the subject as 
a subject of desire: the prohibition of jouissance – the nodal point of the Oedipal drama – is 
exactly what permits the emergence of desire, a desire structured around the unending quest for 
the lost, impossible jouissance. (Glynos & Stavrakakis, 2008) 
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in a pink costume with a transgender symbol on their chest. A side caption 
accompanying this image reads, “THE QUEERS STRIKE AGAIN!” 

So, who is this “enemy” who just lost his head? Typically, in idealizing or 
utopian discourse, the enemy is the one who is responsible for the lack of en-
joyment, because he has stolen it! This common enemy becomes the rallying 
point around which “queer” as an ideological project that can sustain a politi-
cal community can be discursively constructed. At CQF, this common enemy 
is not a marked social group, but as an abstract outside which impedes the 
“queer” ideological project.  

Engagement with Body Politics 
So far in this chapter, I have argued that the meaning of “queer” that emerges 
from the analysis of the texts produced by festivals to represent itself emerges 
through a specific formal logic through which this meaning is stabilized and 
communicated. First, “queer” is marked as a nodal point (also as an empty 
signifier) within a signifying chain of meaning. Other signifiers at the festival 
will then attach itself to this nodal point and their own meaning will be inter-
preted in relation to the meaning assigned to “queer”. For people to continue 
to buy into this ideological discourse established at the festival, “queer” will 
also give access to a degree of enjoyment. The stabilization of meaning of 
“queer” will be perpetuated through the construction of an outsider responsi-
ble impeding the identity of “queer” and “queer” will foster a communal sol-
idarity structured around its own meaning and its constitutive outside. 

Having analysed the meaning of “queer” suggested at CQF, I now turn my 
attention to MQF where the meaning of the word “queer” suggests an engage-
ment with body politics. It is important to note that the textual material pro-
duced by MQF – a festival blog and festival posters – is quite limited in com-
parison to CQF. The rich amount of textual material generated by CQF allows 
for a broader interpretation, as well as confirmation of the inferences made 
regarding the meaning and function of “queer” at the festival. Despite the lim-
itation of the textual material available for analysis at MQF, it is nevertheless 
important to describe the contrastingly different manner in which the meaning 
of “queer” is suggested at the festival.  

In order to illustrate this suggested meaning of “queer” as an engagement 
with body politics, it is important to recall from the introductory chapter that 
MQF is a thematically driven festival and during the years (2017-2019) when 
I conducted my fieldwork, the themes of the MQF were “Lack of access for 
LGBQIA+ persons”, “Class and LGBTQIA+ Activism” and “Our Bodies are 
Political”. Unlike the CQF where the festival thematic is limited to a couple 
of special events, at the MQF these themes structured almost the entire festival 
program.  
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One common denominator of all the themes of the MQF was that they were 
structured around specific problematizations which the festival attempted to 
debate and address the issue through its film program. In at least two of the 
three themes (lack of access (2017) and our bodies... (2019), the engagement 
with body was articulated directly in the festival thematic. Here is an extract 
of the festival blog from 2019 which describes the theme for the festival - Our 
Bodies are Political. 

 
The queer body is political. It does not fit into the norm boxes society provides. It is 
too big, too black, too hairy, too soft, too pale, too slim, and too muscular. It refuses 
to testify for one or the other sex, it is not distinct enough. Our bodies are political. 
By existing and being visible, we bear witness to the norms that affect everyone, queer 
or not. These norms can lead to self-hatred and to hate from others. Hate against us 
because we do not force our bodies to fit into these norms — hatred that can lead to 
harassment, discrimination, violence and murder. Hate that causes LGTBQ + people 
to feel worse and have less access to resources. The queer body is political activism. 
We are celebrating the queer body through films, discussions, and performances at 
MQF 2019.  

 
This text invokes the experience of pain and humiliation to emphasize the pre-
carity of the queer body and calls upon praxis to overcome this shared pain by 
engaging in activism. The appeal of the program is not to particular identity 
group/s, but to the “body”. When articulated in conjunction with “queer”, the 
body becomes hateful because it does not confirm to acceptable social norms. 
The explicit assertion that creates an “us” here is the shared experience of hate, 
which makes the queer body a site of politics. And the solution for the queer 
body to emerge out of this embargo is engaging in political activism. The 
meaning of “queer” in this text is relationally assigned and can be interpreted 
as an “engagement with body politics”.  

Another example from the texts that can illustrate this emphasis of “queer” 
as an engagement with body politics is the MQF 2016 poster (Image 5). This 
simply designed poster shows seventeen spotted hyenas (yes, I counted) of 
different sizes super-imposed over an image of the railway tracks of Malmö, 
on what appears to be a foggy winter morning in southern Sweden. Above the 
hyenas are the words MALMQUEER FILM FESTIVAL imprinted, with the 
Ö and Q as a shared letter. 

This poster stages “queer” as a pack of scavengers, who are seen as cow-
ardly, deceitful, stealing and snarly “bodies” that belong to the margins of the 
social structure within which they exist. The spotted hyena, however, is ex-
ceptional in that female of the species dominate over the males and therefore, 
considered a norm-breaking symbol by many. This interpretation can be read 
to suggest that MQF is an attempt to “include” these marginalized but norm-
breaking bodies in a broader discourse. In a later chapter (Chapter 7), I will 
present multiple examples of how the concept of body politics was not just 
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present in its communication, but enacted in practice, primarily through an 
engagement with the norm of inclusivity in the organization of MQF. 

Catharsis as Enjoyment 
Body politics is primarily an academic concept. The arguments presented on 
the MQF festival blog, in fact, are quite similar to the existing debates within 
queer theory such as Butler’s argument in her seminal book, Bodies that Mat-
ter (1993) in which she examines the materiality of bodies, gender and sexu-
ality as a discursive construct.18 According to Butler, the hierarchy of bodies 
shapes and is shaped by our processes of knowledge production. In this sense, 
bodies are markers of status and power, and therefore implicated within the 
political order. The concept of body politics has made its way into politics 
through its adoption by feminist and LGBTQIA+ activists, who have argued 
that the patriarchal social order creates and sustains its own hegemony by priv-
ileging male, heterosexual bodies of dominant social groups over other bodies.  

The concept of body politics is central to the MQF; however, its presenta-
tion is not riddled with academic citations or complex jargon. It appeals to 
faculties of affect, rather than intellect. The text is written in both Swedish and 
English, broadening the scope of who can participate at the festival. The thrust 
of the festival is to primarily interpret engagement with body politics as a nor-
mative process which insists on the principle of inclusion.   

Engagement with body politics at MQF stands in stark contrast with CQF’s 
focus on enjoyment and the prevalence of young, beautiful and often male 
bodies in its material. At MQF, “queer” the text is largely based on an articu-
lation of shame. But this shame is productively used. Queer theorist Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick (2003) described shame as a “kind of a free radical” that 
is an affect which can attach itself to other things and intensify meaning (p. 
62). Sedgwick was particularly drawn to Silvian Tomkin’s work (Sedgwick 
and Frank, 1995) and emphasized that shame as an affect is “attached to 
things, people, ideas, sensations, relations, activities, ambitions, institutions 
and any number of things including other affects” (Sedgwick 2003; p. 19). 
Her point is that shame as an affective state has transformative potential. 

Feminist scholar Sally Munt (2007) explains that shame is not necessarily 
a negative emotion. The popular perception of shame as an affliction that 
needs to be exterminated through good behaviour is not the most productive 
way of describing it. Shame, Munt argues, performs a necessary19 function 
since “as societies, we require evidence of remorse from the supposed wrong-
doer” (p. 3). Shame is also intertwined with guilt. The feeling of guilt episte-
mologically confirms that one has committed a wrong, and therefore entered 
a state of shame. Both shame and its removal can be the cause of how a subject 

 
18 See Performativity in Chapter 1, Introduction 
19 Also see the discussion ‘Inclusivity as Fantasy in Chapter 7, Inclusivity 
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experiences enjoyment. Removal of shame can be a cause for restoration of 
partial enjoyment, while at the same time, certain practices such as sadomas-
ochism, that cause shame, can be found pleasurable. 

The point is that the nodal point “queer” at MQF provides the subject with 
a promise of enjoyment upon either removal or (at the least) an engagement 
with shame. Unlike the CQF, where the access to enjoyment is provided 
through parties, the festival program plays a greater role in explaining to the 
festival audience how to access enjoyment. Here is an excerpt from the MQF 
film program which explains how to watch a film and access this enjoyment:  

 
For the evening’s feature film, we present BIXA TRAVESTY / TRANNY 
FAG, with and about the amazing Brazilian artist Linn da Quebrada question-
ing definitions of who is trans and how gender-normative roles can be re-
viewed… Even the next film, the dreamlike OBSCURO BAROCCO, is about 
the queer body in Rio de Janeiro’s hard reality. (emphasis added) 

 
Here, the festival literature actively explains how a film like BIXA TRAV-
ESTY / TRANNY FAG or OBSCURO BAROCCO fits the theme of queer 
bodies and specifies the questions relevant to ask when watching these films. 
Engaging with these films promises a catharsis where enjoyment would be 
accessed through a discursive review of sexuality and gender, “queered” 
through an engagement with body politics.  

This analysis accessing enjoyment through an engagement with shame also 
sheds some light on who at MQF is the “enemy”, responsible for the loss of 
enjoyment. Here, the explicit instructions to review “gender-normative” roles 
suggests that the outsider is not necessarily located in the physical “outside”. 
Rather, the enemy who is responsible for causing the shame is the “privileged 
self” that is often located inside the discourse. Enjoyment can be accessed 
through a process of this catharsis which involves recognition of one’s own 
practice of privileges which contribute to the exclusion of other marginalized 
positions in society. 

While the material to corroborate (or contradict) this analysis of what 
“queer” means at the MQF presented so far is limited, it by no means suggests 
that the MQF is in any way a lesser festival than CQF. Even though MQF and 
CQF are inevitably contrasted in my analysis, each of them is an independent 
festival operating under specific and particular circumstances. This applies not 
in the least to an important distinction between Malmö and Stockholm that 
concerns their geographies. While Stockholm represents the social, economic 
and cultural centre of the country, Malmö represents the margins. Located at 
the southernmost tip of the country, Malmö was often described to me by peo-
ple from central and north Sweden as “too immigrant”, “very violent” and 
sometimes even “too Danish”!  Therefore, the practices of each of these festi-
vals need to be understood independently of each other, a task which this clar-
ification of the meaning of “queer” should facilitate. 
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Concluding Remarks 

In this chapter, I have established how the concept of “queer” is discursively 
established as a master-signifier in the textual material produced by the two 
queer film festivals of Sweden. While these are overlapping and recognizable 
meanings for organizers, volunteers and festival goers participating in these 
festivals, I have also illustrated that emphasis of what is meant by “queer” is 
placed differently in the two festivals.  

At CQF, queer was associated with ‘rebelliousness without being too re-
bellious’, a meaning that becomes a dispensation of all other significations 
within the texts produced by the queer film festival. A contrasting meaning of 
“queer” was given at the MQF where it was suggested as an engagement with 
body politics. Although these two meanings of “queer” suggested through the 
festival materials are emphatically different, the normative ideals that they 
bring to queer are in fact quite similar. One of the common and most signifi-
cant norms that was articulated and imbibed in “queer” at both festivals was 
inclusivity.   

The discussion in this chapter also explained how “queer” becomes a mas-
ter signifier that not only provides meaning, but an ideological anchor which 
has the potential to structure a political community by providing a point of 
symbolic identification. Using the Lacanian concept of enjoyment, it’s al-
ways-already loss and the conjuring of an enemy who is responsible for this 
loss, the festivals consolidate themselves as ideological projects. At the CQF, 
this enjoyment is accessed through the parties organized by the festival, while 
at the MQF, it is experienced through an engagement with shame that has been 
associated with non-normative sexualities. The access to enjoyment at both 
festivals is accompanied by the construction of an “outsider”, an enemy who 
impedes the identity of “queer”. For the CQF, this enemy is assumed to be the 
hetero-normative patriarchy, whereas at the MQF, the outsider is the privi-
leged self which impedes the identity of “queer”. In effect, the queer film fes-
tival becomes an ideological project that is oriented towards creating and sus-
taining not only a community of film festival audiences, but an LGBTQIA+ 
community as a social group constructed around a shared solidarity.  

The insights gathered from analysing what “queer” means, and the specific 
ways in which the festivals attempt to articulate themselves as incubators of 
political communities provides a relevant foundation for the following chap-
ters which build on the ethnographic investigations which I conducted at the 
two festivals. 
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4. Curating Spaces  

In this chapter, I begin to develop arguments around queer film festivals as instances 
of micro-activism.  The ways in which the queer film festivals organize their space 
and time speak to this issue. The festival organizers actively engage with spatial and 
temporal logics of the film festivals to curate discursive events in which the differential 
identity positions from the LGBTQIA+ spectrum can be articulated, symbolically em-
phasized and socially negotiated. Queer film festivals in Sweden are a unique form of 
political organization since neither MQF nor CQF actively appropriates space from 
other groups or demographics (as would be done in a more revolutionary and macro-
activist movement), but instead they focus on creating safe spaces for festivalgoers to 
exhibit, share and negotiate their collective experiences of otherness. In the case of 
MQF a small budget limits its opportunity for the former, but with CQF, the budget – 
and the city of Stockholm – is large enough for the festival to appropriate several 
locations in the city and turn them into spaces where queer identification and subjec-
tivations are produced. This chapter, hence, engages with how the spaces of CQF are 
constructed.  
 
 

 
When can we say with confidence that an identification has happened? Signif-
icantly, it can never be said to have taken place; identification does not belong 
to the world of events… [but] is the phantasmatic staging of events. - American 
philosopher Judith Butler (1993, p. 105) 

 
 
On a chilly September evening in 2018, about two hundred people gathered 
outside a large, red circus tent in the middle of Tantolunden, a large park by 
Årstaviken on the island of Södermalm in Stockholm. On a small table close 
to the tent, three young volunteers were pouring out wine in plastic cups and 
handing them out to everyone who wanted a drink. A few people in the crowd 
were reading from the booklets handed out to them, while the others were busy 
mingling and talking. On one side of the tent, two horses also waited along 
with their handler to get inside. The younger horse was getting impatient, ir-
ritated by the red horn attached to his muzzle that made him look like a uni-
corn. On the other side, two acrobats were stretching their bodies in anticipa-
tion of their performance. A perfect circus show was in the making. 
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It was the opening night of the 2018 Cinema Queer film festival. 
 

A few minutes later, the gates to the circus were opened. Everyone who 
walked in was greeted with a bag of popcorn and ushered towards the amphi-
theatrical seats. On each seat, a black festival bag was placed for the audience 
to take back home. Inside the tent, there was a large projection screen display-
ing the poster of CQF 2018. Once everyone was settled into their seats, the 
evening began with an acrobatic performance by two circus artists who en-
thralled the audience. The next on show were the two unicorns. The younger 
horse, however, had lost patience and did not seem to be in a mood to cooper-
ate. The visibly worried handler realized this and promptly escorted both the 
horses out of the tent as soon as the younger one started kicking the older horse 
with his hind legs. After the aborted show of the unicorns was a drag perfor-
mance by Bleach, a familiar figure from the Stockholm drag scene. Dressed 
in a red dress, Bleach whose style of drag is inspired by Marilyn Monroe be-
gan with a greeting, “Hello! Ladies and Gentlemen”. Someone from the audi-
ence shouted back in reply, “Ladies, Gentlemen and all the Hail Mary’s in 
between.” The rest of the monologue, which was delivered without any other 
interruption, interweaved Bleach’s personal history with ideological beliefs 
around freedom of choice. The final attraction of the evening was the film, 
Chedeng and Apple (Red and Tabada, 2017), a Filipino Thelma and Louise 
kind of lesbian comedy about two best friends who are on the run after one of 
them decapacitates her abusive husband and packs his head in her favourite 
Louis Vuitton bag. The film was followed by an interaction with Rae Red, one 
of the directors of the film who had flown in from Philippines. The event 
ended with a mingle over drinks and snacks. 

 
While this CQF event was not my first encounter with the festival, it was 

the one that perhaps best illustrates the complexity of analytically unpacking 
a Swedish queer film festival. The event had such a variety of seemingly un-
connected threads taking place under one tent roof that I, as audience, found 
it hard to form a cohesive image about the film festival in my mind. The event 
had everything one could possibly find in a circus. The tent, the horses, the 
acrobats. At the same time, it was a typical “queer” affair where enactments 
of gender and sexuality took place. It was not difficult to read the event as a 
film festival either, as it had everything that could make it so: the popcorn, the 
projection and the feature length film. Each part of the evening was coherently 
performed, but evoked distinctly familiar experiences - being at a circus, wit-
nessing a drag performance, and finally watching a movie. But nothing helped 
the audience understand how these different parts were connected, and what 
made the whole of it a queer film festival. 

What I will present in this chapter is an unpacking of how events such as 
the opening night of the CQF 2018 come to represent instances of micro-ac-
tivism. I will highlight how through an active production of spaces, as well as 
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regulating the time of the festival goers, organizers of Swedish queer film fes-
tivals articulate, engage and negotiate the diverse set of identities within the 
LGBTQIA+ spectrum that the queer film festival attempts to represent. 

Producing Space, De-regulating Time 
Space and time play an important part in the staging of a film. The experience 
of watching a film playing off a small laptop screen in the comfort of one’s 
bed differs vastly from going to the movies. The personal screen is a stark 
contrast to the large-format projection in a cinema where the setting is care-
fully crafted to enhance the visual and aural experience of watching. In a cin-
ema, time is structured through a series of sequential events, such as standing 
in a queue for tickets, buying popcorn off the stalls, finding your seats, going 
through a series of advertisements while waiting for the movie to begin, and 
then watching the film typically without interruptions. The personal screen, 
on the other hand, allows the viewer the ability to hit pause, go back or skip 
forward while watching a film, thereby breaking the narrative in a way which 
is simply not possible during a conventional screening that involves a large 
audience. 

A film festival generates its own specific logic of space and time by defying 
the conventional experiences of both home viewing and going to the movies. 
Film festivals produce spaces where people assemble, oftentimes en mass to 
collectively watch films that have been specially curated and would otherwise 
not be accessible to mainstream cinema halls. Along with the screenings, these 
spaces can be punctuated by other events such as live performances or discus-
sions which complement and accentuate the experience of the film screenings. 
In most cases, film festivals are cyclical events which punctuate the annual 
cultural calendars of the cities in which they take place. 

The spatial logics of film festivals have been extensively reviewed and the-
orized within the field of film festival studies. Film scholar Janet Harbord has 
succinctly described film festivals as “spaces of flow” in which “the film fes-
tival is a particular manifestation of the way in which space is produced as a 
practice” (Harbord, 2002, p. 61). Drawing on examples of the Berlinale and 
the Venice International Film Festival, Harbord says that film festivals are an 
intrinsic part of the modern city life in Europe. “Festivals set a beat to the 
rhythms of city living wherever they occur,” she remarks (p. 61). Film festival 
geographer, Julian Stringer claims that “apprehending the spatial characteris-
tics of any festival provides a potent means of grasping its relevance to social 
practices” (Stringer, 2016, p. 34). Stringer’s point in linking film festivals to 
space is methodological and highlights the fact that festivals provide the re-
searcher with access to the historically specific social relationships in which 
every film event is situated. Scholars such as Elsaesser (2005) have been in-
terested in the spatiality of film festivals as networks with nodes, flows and 
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exchanges, while others such as Wong (2011, 2016) have argued that film 
festivals facilitate the creation of public spheres by providing spaces for exhi-
bition, debates, criticism and theories centred around cinema. Writing in con-
text identity-based film festivals, queer film festival scholar Skadi Loist 
(2011) has pointed out that in the 1970s some of the early North American 
women’s film festivals, gay and lesbian film festivals and African American 
film festivals established safe spaces where people interested in specific 
causes could gather and consolidate themselves as communities.  

The spatial approaches mentioned above are a fragmental account of the 
interest that film festival scholarship has had regarding this topic. In compar-
ison, the topic of time has been given slightly less attention within this field. 
Even so, many scholars have emphasized the importance of the temporal di-
mensions of a film festival. Harbord (2016) herself has argued that film festi-
vals offer a re-institutionalization of the practice of collective viewing, thereby 
disrupting the contemporary de-regulation of time that has come to structured 
contemporary life. Harbord, through her reading of contemporary film schol-
arship, is suggesting what is now largely assumed, that film viewing is a non-
linear process which may be interrupted for any number of reasons at any time. 
She writes, “time is no longer experienced as units of duration but a patchwork 
of activities many of which will be overlapping” (p. 80). If this is indeed the 
case, then according to Harbord, a film festival is an undoing of this notion of 
contemporary understanding of time, for what the film festival demands is that 
“you are there within the fold of its moment” (p. 80). The only possible way 
to experience a film festival is by being there, in the moment. Queer film fes-
tival scholar Skadi Loist builds upon this notion of temporality in a film festi-
val, where “the giving of our time is unquestioned” (Harbord, 2009, p. 40) to 
argue how film festivals display a simultaneous temporality of “excess and 
scarcity” (Loist, 2014, p. 190). She points to how many contemporary film 
festivals offer an excess of content such that it is not possible to exhaustively 
watch it all, yet the logic of premieres and exclusive screenings compress time 
in ways that the festival is positioned as a scarce resource. 

Space and time were always on the agenda of the Swedish queer film fes-
tival organizers. A careful calibration of how the festival was spatially and 
temporarily structured was critical to the success of this performance since it 
regulated what festival goers could experience, as well as when they could 
experience it. The logics of space and time, therefore, were not attendant to 
the queer film festival but intentionally and actively constructed through prac-
tices of production and regulation.  

At the MQF, the screenings were limited to a single cinema. But during the 
festival time, the cinema itself was transformed into a space that attempted to 
establish “queer” norms. In particular, the issue of accessibility became cen-
tral to this transformation. Also, various parts of the cinema such as the foyer, 
the ticketing counter, the café, the outside etc. were taken over by swarms of 
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festivalgoers who imprinted their own personalities on the place they occu-
pied. If MQF relied on transforming the cinema into a space within which 
queerness could be performed, the CQF’s engagement in producing “queer” 
spaces according to its own interpretations of queer was even more elaborate. 
During my fieldwork at the CQF, the spaces in which the screenings of CQF 
were held included museums, a dance studio, school gyms, public parks, sau-
nas, industrial garages, cultural houses and theatres. The CQF was not simply 
about watching films in the comfort and reliability of a conventional cinema, 
but rather its vivacity arose from it being performed in an unconventional and 
a re-configured space. The unconventional setting of the CQF created a spa-
tially unique experience for the viewers and helped accentuate the festival as 
a performance. At both the MQF and the CQF, the strategic scheduling of film 
events through the festival program was the main way in which the festivals 
regulated (and de-regulated) the temporality of the experience of the festival 
goers.  

In order to further illustrate and develop these arguments, I primarily focus 
on the ethnographic material gathered at the CQF. In a later chapter (Chapter 
7), I detail how the MQF interpreted and performed these norms in its festival 
organization and programming. Here, I situate my analysis in the exploration 
of the spaces created by the CQF in Stockholm. At the outset, it is important 
to recall that the meaning of “queer” that was suggested in the material pro-
duced by the CQF to represent itself to itself and others was rebelliousness 
without being too rebellious.  The significance of this meaning ascribed to 
“queer”, as analysed in the previous chapter, was that it becomes a specific 
ideological anchor (nodal point) through which all the other signifiers of the 
discourse find meaning. It was also explained in the chapter that this ideolog-
ical project constructed around the meaning ascribed to “queer” at CQF can 
only be sustained as long as it also provides the festival goers access to “en-
joyment” (jouissance) that in the literature was promised through leisure 
events such as parties organized by the festival. 

Stockholm as a Cinema 
Theresa and Isak are the festival directors of the CQF. Nothing describes them 
better than the idiom “two peas in a pod”. Another analogy that comes to mind 
is the Energizer bunny – for those who remember the nineties advertising mas-
cot for the American batteries – a pink fuzzy rabbit that wears sunglasses, flip 
flops, beats a drum – with the motto, “keep going and going and going…”  

In my interactions with film festival workers and LGBTQIA+ activists in 
Sweden, one of the most frequently recurrent themes was their concern about 
feeling fatigued and burnt out. Theresa and Isak were two definite exceptions 
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to this trend. Even within the precarious context of film work20 their energy, 
enthusiasm, drive and ambition were both unusual and laudatory. 

Cinema Queer was originally not conceived as a film festival that would 
take place outside of conventional cinemas. In fact, when the festival began in 
2012, its opening event was held at the Cinema Park, a historical cinema in 
central Stockholm. In the following years, Theresa and Isak collaborated with 
several cinemas across Stockholm to host the CQF screenings. Their associa-
tion with cinemas in Stockholm continued until 2015, when they decided to 
entirely host their screenings in make-shift locations across the city.  

In my conversations with Theresa and Isak, they explained what made them 
move away from traditional cinemas. “They were expensive and we encoun-
tered so many problems with technicians, who lost the films or did not want 
to run through them to test them,” reminisced Theresa. The idea of moving 
the CQF screenings outside of cinemas first germinated in 2015 following the 
success of an experimental travelling film event called “queer bus”. In the 
summer of 2014, Theresa and Isak, along with a few festival volunteers, re-
fitted a bus with everything required in a cinema and embarked upon a month-
long journey to take Cinema Queer across ten cities in Sweden. Theresa re-
called this experience as an inspiration to move the festival entirely out of 
cinemas. “During the queer bus, we were doing all the technical stuff our-
selves,” explained Theresa and added, “I guess we became a bit cocky and 
thought, who needs a cinema?” 

When Isak and Theresa began taking over spaces such as abandoned 
schools or churches to turn them into makeshift cinemas for the CQF in 2014, 
the city of Stockholm was already in the midst of a more pervasive transition. 
“There were so many clubs, spaces, places for queer people to meet”, remi-
nisced Isak about the time when he moved to Stockholm and started the CQF. 
He then lamented about the gradual gentrification of the city and said, “Then, 
all of sudden (in 2012), these places began to close down.” He explained that, 
several run-down areas of the cities were renovated. Since there is rental con-
trol in Stockholm, rental apartments were sold out as condominiums (bos-
tadsrätter), but for office and shop spaces rents were raised steeply as they 
were not subject to the same rent control system. 

The neo-liberal transformation of Stockholm is well documented. From be-
ing a city dominated by working class citizens and synonymous with its long 
standing socialist democratic tradition, in the 1990s Stockholm began hurtling 
towards becoming a neo-liberal haven (Hall 1999). In his 2014 dissertation on 
the city, geographer Jon Loit remarked that urban planning in Stockholm was 
attempting to strike a balance between two distinct approaches. The first was 
a traditional, welfarist vision of Stockholm as a socially sustainable city that 
avoided inequity and segregation. The second policy objective was trying to 

 
20 For a detailed discussion on film work and precarious labour, see Loist (2011).  
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fulfil the neo-liberal vision of “a world-class Stockholm” focused on eco-
nomic growth. Loit’s own observation regarding these two approaches was 
that it was the neo-liberal development logic that dominated the planning pro-
cess of Stockholm. He concluded that Stockholm was largely being re-struc-
tured to facilitate a lifestyle which was based on the city’s urban ideals and 
middle-class consumption (Loit, 2014). The outcome of this re-structuring 
was that an extensive gentrification process has taken place in Stockholm, as 
a result of which the working class has been ousted to the outer suburbs of the 
city. 

Lack of “queer” spaces in their city was a common refrain that I heard from 
both film festival organizers and festival goers. The main complaint that my 
interviewees registered was that because of the neo-liberalization and gentri-
fication of their cities, especially around the city centre which are the best 
locations for people to converge, there was scarcely any space left that could 
exclusively cater to LGBTQIA+ people. 

Historically, film festivals have provided spaces where the segregated and 
gendered character of the city could be challenged. A prominent example of 
such a counter-movement emerged in the feminist struggles of the 1970s 
which highlighted the lack of representation of women both in American me-
dia and public life (Bondi & Davidson, 2005). Women’s film festivals played 
a significant role in overcoming patriarchal urban spatial configurations of 
cities, such as New York by providing community spaces for women film-
makers (Loist, 2011; Martineau, 1979). Zielenski (2010) traces the influence 
of these women’s festivals in shaping the queer film festivals in the West. 
Some of the early queer film festivals were founded by film-makers and ac-
tivists, many of them lesbians who had experience of running such events and 
brought with them the principles of women’s film festivals such as reclama-
tion of urban spaces (Zielenski, 2010; Heath, 2018).  

CQF’s foray into the city of Stockholm bears a resemblance to some of 
these stories from early women’s and queer film festivals. The neo-liberal turn 
in the organization of Stockholm was something that inspired Theresa and 
Isak to seek out spaces where LGBTQIA+ people from the city could gather 
and watch queer films. Recounting the history of the festival, Isak remarked 
with a proud gleam in his eye, “We need to create Stockholm into a city that 
we want to live in.”  

Isak’s remark about “creating” Stockholm is evocative of another set of 
ideas, especially important to post-structuralist geographers, who insist that 
spaces are inherently caught up in social relations (Staeheli and Mitchell, 
2004; Parkinson, 2012). The intertwined relationship between spaces and so-
cial relations is unpacked within this group of scholarship by asking a specific 
set of questions along the lines of: how are spaces shaped? Who has access to 
them? What sorts of norms govern them? The logic behind asking these ques-
tions is to unearth the power structures that determine how individuals relate 
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to spaces and ultimately, if or not, specific individuals can feel “in place” 
while being there.21 

 The process of appropriating public spaces and converting them into 
make-shift cinemas was never simple and the CQF organizers learnt this with 
time and experience. Theresa mentioned that there were at least two locations 
in the city from where they were banned. She reminisced about one of these 
experiences and told me the following story. They had organized a CQF 
screening at a hotel spa where the audience was supposed to watch the films 
while sitting in an infinity pool. Instead of walking slowly into the pool, eve-
ryone jumped in, flooding the entire area with water. At the moment when the 
water came splashing out, the eyes of women who worked in the hotel were 
filled with panic. Theresa ended the story with how funny it was to see Isak 
mop the floor afterwards. 

The fact that Theresa and Isak could deal with an occasional mishap and 
still continue to pursue their vision for using the city of Stockholm as a cinema 
speaks of their personalities as festival organizers who are willing to take cre-
ative risks to make the festival engaging and exciting for their audiences. Their 
vision for the festival is not simply to screen films but to create safe spaces 
where LGBTQIA+ persons from the city can “meet, hang out, have fun to-
gether” and consolidate themselves as a “queer” community. 

Festival Opening at the Museum 
My first experience of a CQF screening was when Theresa and Isak invited 
me to the opening screening for the CQF 2017 at the Swedish History Museum 
(Historiska Museet) in Stockholm. The museum is housed in a grand neo-
classical building tucked away in a relatively quiet part of Östermalm, in cen-
tral Stockholm where Mauritz Stiller’s film Vingarne, from 1916, would be 
screened. Stiller, a leading director in the Swedish film industry in the 1920s, 
is best known for introducing the iconic film actress Greta Garbo to the world 
of cinema. Amongst queer film historians and enthusiasts, Stiller is recognized 
for directing Vingarne (The Wings), the first Swedish “queer film”. For a long 
time, Stiller’s Vingarne was lost until a copy of the film was found in Norway. 
The copy was badly damaged to the extent that several parts of the film were 
missing, and it was difficult to make sense of the central plot. The film archive 

 
21 In the field of cultural geography, there is a specific relationship between space and place.  
The distinction between “space” and “place” is important, especially in context of public spaces 
such as the ones that are taken over and converted into make-shift cinemas at the CQF. Cultural 
geographers Koops and Galič (2017) theorize that while the notion of “space” is considered a 
given, “places in public space are not given but constructed by people, often on the basis of 
power relations” (45). The implication of this is that production of “place” and identity con-
struction are processes that go hand in hand. In this thesis, therefore, whenever I invoke the 
notion of space, it is with consideration that “place-making” is an implicit part of the concept.   
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at the Swedish Film Institute, with support from Cinema Queer and Cinemate-
ket, then began the difficult process of restoring the film. In order to re-create 
the lost parts, they used still photographs and titles to complete the narrative. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
The Swedish History Museum was an unmistakeably appropriate location for 
the premiere of Mauritz Stiller’s Vingarne. When I walked in through the large 
bronze doors of the museum and found my way upstairs to the large room 
where the screening was to take place, I was in for a big surprise. At the time, 
I had already attended several queer film screenings in Sweden, not only at 
the Malmö Queer Film Festival but also the Uppsala International Short Film 
Festival and the Welcome OUT film festival, also in Uppsala. But CQF was 
so much larger: I had never witnessed an audience, at any of my previous 
cinema excursions, that was as large as the one gathered in the hall waiting for 
the CQF 2017 to begin. 

The second reason for my surprise was the most unusual manner in which 
the audience was seated (Images 8 and 9). The screening space, as large as 
four basketball courts, was divided into two halves such that one half of the 
audience was seated facing the other half. Two large projection screens, also 
facing each other, were suspended from the high ceiling of both sides of the 
room. A performance stage was set up on the far side in the centre of the hall. 

Vingarne/ The Wings (1969)  
Director: Mauritz Stiller 
Sweden 

Directed by Mauritz Stiller, Vingarne (1916) is considered to be one of the 
earliest queer films that explored themes of homoeroticism and bisexuality. 
The plot of the film revolves around the sculptor Claude Zoret, a young painter 
Eugène Mikael and Princess Lucia de Zamikow. The film opens with Zoret 
getting an idea for a sculpture based on the Greek mythological character, Ic-
arus and deciding to name it Vingarne or The Wings. At the same time, he 
encounters a young Mikael who Zoret believes embodies the image of Icarus. 
Zoret persuades Mikael to model for his sculpture, as well as adopting him. 
Attending a public felicitation of Zoret, Mikael meets with Princess Zamikow 
and begins to court her. Mikael spends Zoret’s money to cater to the extrava-
gant desires of the princess, while Zoret’s affection towards Mikael remains 
undiminished. The film evolves into an asymmetric love triangle where Zoret, 
who is in love with Mikael, feels miserable to see him infatuated with Za-
mikow. In a state of agitation, Zoret confronts Zamikow and asks her to return 
Mikael to him. The film moves towards a crisis when an ageing Zoret dies 
alone with an unfulfilled wish to see Mikael. Seeing his ‘adoptive father’ dead, 
Mikael feels remorseful and breaks up with Zamikow. 
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This unique seating arrangement was enough to generate a buzz amongst the 
audience who, like me, were most surprised with the extraordinary set up. 

The opening began at 6 PM. The compere for the evening was an award-
winning poet and trans activist. Her evening gown, jacket and a chic fascinator 
hat were black. The blip of colour in her clothing were the several pearl and 
golden ornaments that she wore around her neck and the large red rose tucked 
into one side of her fascinator hat. She spoke jovially to the large audience 
who listened intently. She invited representatives from the Swedish Film In-
stitute on stage, to talk about the restoration process for Vingarne and the sig-
nificance of this film to the Swedish and global film history. Toward the end 
of this introduction, she called upon Theresa and Isak to introduce the CQF 
2017.  

It was the first time I got a glimpse of the exuberance of Theresa and Isak’s 
personalities. They were both dressed in a coordinated attire fitting for the 
occasion. Theresa was wearing a crimson red gown over a white knotted 
blouse with brown boots and a black cartwheel hat. The boots and the hat 
stood in contrast with her attire. Isak was looking equally dandy in a white 
buttoned shirt and loose grey pants worn with a brown collar scarf, a beige 
waistcoat and black leather shoes with a grey velvet Collegian top hat that 
stood out from the rest of his attire. They marched confidently towards the 
stage and took over the proceedings. They welcomed the audience and 
thanked the festival supporters. Then began the screenings for the evening 
with a recorded video message from Victoria Cruz – a queer trans activist from 
New York, United States.  Victoria gave an inspirational message to the festi-
val and this was followed by the premiere of the restored version of Vingarne. 
It was accompanied by a live musical performance composed by Stockholm 
based musician and activist, Sarah Parkman. A long-time ally of the CQF, 
Sarah is a contemporary musician with a strong connection to Swedish folk 
music and the performance fit in perfectly with the historic theme. 

The screening itself was memorable on several accounts. The plot of 
Vingarne, which touches upon themes of bi-sexuality and age-gap relation-
ships questioned some socially acceptable norms of the early twentieth cen-
tury.  The restored film provided sufficient context through additional screen 
titles that were interspersed between the scenes for the audience to understand 
the film in its entirety. Watching a silent film accompanied by a live orchestra 
is an evocative experience. In addition to the high standard of screening and 
performance, the unique seating plan in the auditorium made for an uncon-
ventional viewing experience. Seated on either side, every viewer could not 
only watch the projection, but also the other half of the audience watching the 
film.  

Most of the audience left after the screening, but a few stayed to mingle at 
the museum’s café. Isak handed out glasses of white wine while Theresa 
moved around chatting with the guests that had stayed. When most people had 
left, the hosts and the festival volunteers gathered for a photo op.  
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The screening of Vingarne fits well with how de Valck (2016) describes a 
typical opening event at a medium-sized film festival. The opening gala at 
CQF was sizeable yet tempered.  The festival opening took over a prominent 
public location, the history museum, in the heart of Stockholm. A bustling 
crowd of over five hundred people attended the event. There were, however, 
no red carpets rolled out for celebrity guests. Neither were there any paparazzi, 
only a handful of festival volunteers who stood in a corner of the grand hall 
taking pictures. Overall, it was a tempered affair fitting for a ‘medium-sized’ 
festival aiming to serve the local population of Stockholm. 

What stood out at the CQF opening event was that that the appeal of the 
festival was immensely enhanced by hosting it outside the cinema context. 
Clearly, the CQF and its organizers were staking a claim over how Stockholm 
as a city is represented. It was evident that the festival organizers wanted to 
highlight the presence of LGBTQIA+ persons in the city of Stockholm.  

The screening of Vingarne exemplified how a claim over a public building 
in Stockholm was made by the festival. Vingarne is perhaps the most im-
portant cinematic artifact in the queer history of Sweden. The fact that it was 
lost for several years is a reflection of the apathy that people who reject a 
normative sexuality have historically faced in the country. The screening of 
the restored film in the Swedish History Museum, therefore, had a sub-text. It 
was not only an attempt to restore and screen the first “queer” film made in 
Sweden, but also to re-claim a part of their history which, according to the 
festival organizers, had been rendered invisible. Through screening the movie 
in the historical museum, a public space which historically represented an 
erasure of LGBTQIA+ lives, was “queered” by the festival. 

The meaning of “queer”, rebelliousness without being too rebellious, ana-
lysed through the textual material produced by the CQF was also reflected in 
the events that were organized by the festival. As an outsider visiting the CQF 
for the first time, one aspect of the event stood out. The LGBTQIA+ events 
(including queer film festivals) that I had previously attended, tended to be 
more explicitly “activist” in the sense that they almost always adopted a vocal 
view of their rights-based claims. Several moments in those other events were 
punctuated by a clear assertion of their political claims. At the opening event 
of the CQF 2017, however, this assertion was starkly understated. I did not 
observe a forthright formulation of what the festival was trying to achieve for 
LGBTQIA+ persons in its choice of films to screen, nor spaces to claim.  

This subtle approach came as a surprise also because the festival program 
booklet had left me with a very different first impression of the festival than 
that which I had gathered from attending the opening event. The festival book-
let from 2017, which I discussed in Chapter 3, represented the festival as a 
rebellious event, even though it was in a lightened manner. At the opening 
event, the thematic of rebelliousness was not taken up at all. In the physical 
space and live presentations, everything that could be framed as “rebellious”, 
was either subtly stated or altogether avoided. It became immediately evident 
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during this event that traditional categories of political activism were not suf-
ficient to describe the ideological processes taking place at the CQF. Although 
the CQF was engaging with politically relevant themes, the manner in which 
this engagement was structured did not follow the traditional forms of political 
or civic engagement. The disarming manner in which the festival attempted to 
formulate itself as an ideological discourse needed an alternative framework 
of explanation.  

Concert at the Slaughterhouse 
Here is a contrasting example of a CQF event that I attended while volunteer-
ing for the CQF 2018.  

On a Friday morning during the festival, I received a call from Isak. I took 
the call somewhat grudgingly as I was sore from the heavy lifting I had done 
on the previous day. Isak asked me to help out with transporting and lifting 
about a hundred chairs from the festival office in Södermalm, in a central part 
of Stockholm to what he called “Garaget” (the garage).  I drove to the office, 
loaded as many chairs as I could in my car and made my way to Slakthusom-
rådet (slaughterhouse), a set of industrial buildings behind the iconic Ericsson 
Globe in the inner city of Stockholm. The area was referred to as the slaugh-
terhouse because it had once been a slaughterhouse, before it was turned into 
an industrial complex in the late 1970s. The old, pale brown industrial build-
ings in the block were now derelict, mostly used as storage warehouses for 
popular Swedish consumer brands such as Arla and ICA. Big trucks with large 
containers were busy offloading their contents into the warehouses, while 
smaller trucks were being loaded by warehouse workers, probably for distri-
bution around the city. In the middle of this commercial commotion, was the 
location for the main event of Cinema Queer 2018, Garaget.  

The location was exactly what the name suggested – an unused garage 
which was designed to service and repair vehicles.  The garage had four en-
trances on the front side. Three large metal doors, each of them built to let a 
large vehicle into the building, were complemented by a smaller door on the 
side used by people entering and leaving the building by foot. On the left side 
of the garage was a small room separated by a glass window from the main 
space. A staircase outside this room led upstairs where there were three 
smaller rooms – which in all likelihood were normally used as offices. The 
space was entirely empty, apart from a few pieces of furniture still lying 
around.  

A leisure event at the CQF, such as the program at Garaget, was produced 
to do more than just a film screening. The space of the garage was transformed 
into a make-shift festival venue. A large stage had been erected in the centre 
of the garage and the projection screen was planted on top of the stage while 
the chairs were laid out in front. The smaller room with the glass window on 
the left was turned into a tech room for the projectionist. Upstairs, two of the 
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small rooms were converted into mini cinemas. These rooms were done up 
with frills and other kitschy props in colour schemes of pink and blue respec-
tively. Mattresses and bean bags were laid out on the floor, to make for inti-
mate viewing of films to be screened in a loop on small television screens. 
The third, larger room on this floor, was converted into a green room for the 
performing artists.  

There were several events planned for Garaget. The two small, pink and 
blue rooms on the upper floor of the venue were hosting an event titled, XXX 
– Cinema Queer Goes Dirty, a collection of short films curated in collabora-
tion with the Berlin Porn Film Festival. There was a screening of the film 
Tranny Fag (Priscilla, 2018), a Teddy Award22 winning Brazilian documen-
tary about the life of Brazilian musician and trans-activist Linn da Quebrada.  
The highlighted event of the evening was a live concert, featuring the same 
Linn da Quebrada and her band who had been flown in for the festival. In 
addition to these, there were local DJs performing at Garaget on several occa-
sions.  

Around 19:30 in the evening, I looked inside the pink and the blue rooms, 
where queer porn films were playing in a loop on small screens. A handful of 
festival visitors came inside the rooms, stood a couple of minutes to watch the 
films and moved on. I did not see anyone sitting down in the cozy setting. In 
fact, the most crowded area of the Garaget for a large part of the evening was 
the bar, that was selling a popular beer labelled with CQF stickers and a vodka 
and tonic drink called “Jesus’s nectar”.  

Later that evening, I was looking forward to attending the screening of 
Tranny Fag. But before the screening began, I was asked to run an errand. 
Theresa realized that the sound system which had been installed in the garage 
was not sufficiently loud for the concert later that evening. She asked me to 
pick up a set of additional speakers from a musician known to the festival. By 
the time I had coordinated the pick-up and returned to the garage with the 
equipment, there were a lot more people crowded outside the venue. 

The large entrances to the garage were now cordoned off. I made my way 
past the two volunteers who were stationed outside the smaller entrance 
checking tickets and IDs of people wanting to come inside. Inside the venue, 
there were a lot more people than when I had left. The last sequence of Tranny 
Fag, was playing on the screen, with approximately fifty people sitting and 
watching the film. Most people who had managed to get in were crowding the 
bar or hanging around the big heaters installed to keep the garage warm. As 
soon as I found myself a chair to sit and watch the end of the film, a volunteer 
came up to me and asked me to see Isak at the bar.  

 
22 A Teddy Award is an international film award for films on LGBTQ topics, presented at the 
Berlin International Film Festival. In 2018, Tranny Fag won the Teddy Award as the best 
LGBTQ-themed documentary film at the festival. 
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I saw Isak in an animated conversation with a volunteer. I picked up their 
chat and found that they had run out of alcohol! A significant amount of beer 
and other drinks had been organized for the day, and while the main act was 
yet to begin and people were still trying get into the garage, the drinks were 
almost sold out. Isak was trying to reach out to any place he could get hold of 
in the city to empty their liquor stocks and bring it to the venue. I was asked 
to drive to Bio Rio, an arthouse cinema in the vicinity of CQF office and bring 
back as much beer as the cinema’s diner had in stock. In an earlier chapter 
(Chapter 3), I explained that the CQF continues to sustain its ideological dis-
course constructed around the meaning of queer as “rebelliousness without 
being too rebellious” by allowing the festival goers access to specific experi-
ences of “enjoyment”. One way in which the CQF created this enjoyment was 
through creating a “party” space where alcohol was available at a cheap price. 
Providing good quality and reasonably priced drinks was crucial to the success 
of “party” events because most people who came to attend these events were 
youngsters who were looking to have a good time! 

When I came back to the garage from my booze hunting expedition, the 
set-up of the garage had changed. The projection screen and the chairs had 
been removed and the space now resembled an underground discotheque. On 
the stage, the local DJ Dgeral was mixing queer music to a crowd enthusiastic 
to dance. It was well past 12:30 AM when Linn da Quebrada and her crew 
arrived. The artists were whisked away to the green room on the upper floors. 
The first one to come down to the stage was DJ Eduardo Pininga, a heavily 
built man, dressed in a casual black tee and knee-length shorts. He started 
fiddling around the console and eventually took over from DJ Degeral. Notic-
ing the change of personnel at the helm, a larger crowd began gathering around 
the stage and joined the ones already dancing.  At about 1:30 AM Linn da 
Quebrada accompanied by her co-performer Jup do Barrio walked down from 
the stairs towards the stage. They were both dressed in ponchos stitched to-
gether with rags. Linn da, a tall, black femme artist was wearing black contact 
lenses under futuristic visor glasses. Her co-performer, Jup was a large man 
with braided hair wearing white contact lenses that gave him a spooky look. 
On stage, they performed their popular Portuguese funk-rap songs, such as 
Storm Chaser, Bixa Preta and Oracāo for over an hour. After the concert, 
another local DJ took over the console and the crowd continued to drink and 
dance. Exhausted from the day’s work, I left the venue at 3 AM. The following 
day, I was told that the performance went on till wee hours of the morning. 
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Linn da’s performance, which I understood in retrospect, presented a grim 
view of the way in which transvestites and effeminate forms of gender expres-
sion were discriminated against, not only by the patriarchal society but even 
by other LGBTQIA+ identifying persons. Not being very familiar with their 
music or the Portuguese language, it was only after the festival that I found 
out more about Linn da and the political importance of her work in the Bra-
zilian music scene. Born to a poor family and raised within the Jehovah’s Wit-
ness religion in favelas of São Paulo, Linn da was ostracized both by her rel-
atives and the religious community when she came out as a transsexual. Iden-
tifying herself as “fag, trans, black and peripheral. Neither actor nor actress, 
atrocious. Performer and gender terrorist,” Linn da is one of the leading voices 
in Latin America whose work puts gender and sexuality on the forefront of 

Tranny Fag/ Bixa Travesty (2018) 
Director(s): Claudia Priscilla & Kiko Goifman 
Brazil 
 
Tranny Fag is a Portuguese documentary film on the life of Linn da Quebrada. 
The original title of the film Tranny Fag is Bixa Travesty. The word Bixa in 
Portugese means “faggot” or “loser.” Linn da Quebrada embraces the slur of 
being a tranny, a fag and a loser and she unleashes her wrath through her per-
formances. 
 
Linn da uses her body and music as a weapon with which she fights tran-
sphobia, machismo, conformity and racism. The film is a riot of performances 
punctuated with scenes from her personal life. She performs with Jup do Barrio 
and the two speak candidly about their experiences of being queers of colour, 
growing up in the favelas of São Paulo. The two perform together on stage 
while at home they discuss matters of the heart, racism and the treacheries of 
poverty. They tell us almost tongue in cheek, of their experiences of breaking 
into the country’s heteronormative funk scene. Linn da is a force of nature, as 
she joyfully explores the possibilities of a trans-feminine body and brings it 
into the realm of art and politics.  
 
Bixa Travesty is a track on Linn da’s album where she describes herself with 
her characteristic cheek as one with a single breast, hair sweeping the floor, 
and her heart encased in her bloody hand. What comes across beautifully in 
this film by Claudia Priscilla and Kiko Goifman, is Linn da Quebrada’s passion 
and the poignant tenderness of her being, as she writes her political manifesto 
onto her body.  
 
The film premiered at the Berlin International Film Festival in 2018 where it 
one a Teddy award for the best LGBTQ themed documentary.  
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their music.23 Consider the lyrics to her song, Mulher (Woman), which cele-
brates the struggle of a transvestite sex workers –  

 
So I,  
I applaud the transvestites who struggle to exist 
And every day they conquest their right to live and shine  
I applaud the transvestites who struggle to exist 
And every day they conquest them right to live, shine and slay!24 

Discursive Spaces and Micro-Activism 
The ethnographic accounts of the CQF 2017 opening event at the Museum of 
Swedish History and the CQF 2018 event at the Garage in Stockholm illustrate 
a rich and complex relationship that the queer film festival has with space. By 
appropriating spaces in Stockholm and converting them into cinemas, the 
CQF organizers not only enhance the appeal of the festival for their audiences, 
they also produce a variety of vantage points through which the festival can 
be interpreted. It should be noted that the concept of a discursive space is not 
fixed in a physical location or can be ascribed exclusively to an entire event. 
Rather, these spaces emerge within the complexity of the film festival, and 
even overlap with each other.   

Articulatory Spaces 
At the most elementary level, spaces produced by the CQF as festival venues 
in Stockholm can be described as spaces of articulation or “articulatory 
spaces”. These were spaces where differential positions within the 
LGBTQIA+ spectrum could be expressed, recognized and assimilated under 
the master-signifier “queer”. 

In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985), Laclau and Mouffe define ar-
ticulation as a practice that establishes a relation among discursive elements 
that invoke a modification of their identity. The point they make through the 
concept of articulation is the following. Any discursive structure comprises an 
ensemble of differential positions. Some differential positions are articulated, 
which they refer to as moments in discourse, while differences that are unar-

 
23 https://www.linndaquebrada.com/ <Accessed 28th January 2021> 
24 Translated from Portuguese. The original text is –  
Então eu 
Bato palmas para as travestis que lutam para existir 
E a cada dia conquista o seu direito de viver e brilhar 
Batão palmas para as travestis que lutam para existir 
E a cada dia batalhando conquista o seu direito de 
Viver, brilhar e arrasa 
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ticulated are called elements.  In the language of discourse theory, then, artic-
ulatory spaces produced by the CQF were spaces where 1) the unarticulated 
elements of LGBTQIA+ lives were articulated as moments, and 2) the articu-
lated moments were linked to the specific interpretation of the nodal point 
“queer”, thereby modifying the identity of the articulation. 

The festival program of the CQF provides an interesting overview of the 
range of articulatory spaces produced by the festival organizers. Take for ex-
ample the festival program of CQF 2019. Over the course of six days and 
thirteen locations, the festival screened over seventy films. The diversity of 
this program can be gauged from the presence of a mainstream film such as 
the The Wizard of Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939), to the relatively unknown short 
film Britney-holics Anonymous: A Spear-itual Awakening (Jerell Rosales, 
2015). Programs were as generic as children’s films, running to more obscure 
events that catered to specific groups who were interested in leather fetish. 
The themes of the films that were screened during the festival included films 
about coming out experiences, trans lives, asexual communities, butch 
women, political activism, cruising, queer porn and so on. The forms of films 
included feature length films, documentaries, classics, experimental films, 
short films, animated movies and amateur films. The diversity of the festival 
program is an illustrative example of how the CQF attempted to articulate as 
many differential positions as possible through the festival. 

The spaces that were used for these screenings were significant. Each of 
these films and performances mentioned in the festival program was linked to 
a specific location that was suitable for the screening. The screening of The 
Wizard of Oz for example was held at a Värdshuset Koppartälten (Inn of the 
copper tents), a restaurant that is housed inside an 18th century military instal-
lation, while a selection of porn films titled Hot and Kinky were screened at 
the Bronx, a gay sauna in the suburbs of Stockholm. Each screening was care-
fully matched with a location that could accentuate the festivalgoers’ experi-
ence. 

An equally important part of the festival program was the schedule. Several 
screenings at the CQF 2019 were held simultaneously. For example, on the 
third evening of the festival, there were ten film screenings and performances 
that took place over four locations. This meant that it was impossible for a 
single person to attend the entire festival. However, by projecting this excess 
of content, the CQF organizers were able to maximize the number of articula-
tions that took place at the festival. 

The analysis of CQF as an articulatory space is also significant in under-
standing how the meaning of queer, rebelliousness without being too rebel-
lious, is interpreted as a norm at the festival. The spatial and temporal organi-
zation of the CQF discussed here points to the fact that one of the primary 
objectives for Theresa and Isak while organizing the film festival was to max-
imize inclusivity. 
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Symbolic Spaces 
Throughout my visits to CQF, one thing that became clear was that the spaces 
transformed by the festival organizers, while residing in the domain of public 
space and sometimes in very central and historical buildings, were not acces-
sible (or sometimes even visible) to the public. The festival did not appropriate 
the general landscape of Stockholm, as is done for example during the Stock-
holm Pride parade. The spaces of CQF were largely limited in access to the 
festivalgoers, hard to find if you did not have the festival map, and not visible 
until you stepped into them. Within these bubbles of film festivities, I found 
that the CQF produced what can be described as spaces where the symbolism 
of an act is given prominence over the realization of the act itself, or in other 
words, “symbolic spaces”.  

The politics of a symbolic space builds upon political theorist Oliver Mar-
chart’s (2018) work on minimal politics. According to Marchart, one of the 
criteria through which even a small collective can act politically is if it is 
geared towards constructing a symbolic majority (Marchart, 2018). Marchart 
develops his conception of a symbolic majority through a post-foundational 
reading of Claude Lefort’s work on political action. Lefort’s proposition is the 
following: politics maximizes the number of participants (Marchart, 2018). 
Citing the example of political demonstrations that took place in Paris in May 
1968, Marchart argues that even a small demonstration such as the one under-
taken by students during the events of 1968 could serve to show that political 
success is not necessarily determined by the numerical size of participants 
(Marchart, 2018). Instead, he writes, “...politics are about constructing a ma-
jority, encapsulating not the numerical majority of the population, but the 
symbolic one…’ (Marchart, 2018, p. 34) For Marchart, a symbolic majority 
mainly demonstrates the orientation of a political movement. He insists that 
in order to be described as political, a project needs to possess a tendency 
towards “self-majorisation” (Marchart, 2018, p. 35). Marchart explains that a 
political movement “only exists when it is directed towards expansion of its 
own project,” (Marchart, 2018, p. 136).  

Marchart’s arguments regarding minimal politics and the role of symbolic 
majoritarianism provide a useful point of departure to think about the symbol-
ism of spaces produced by the CQF. I have already mentioned earlier in this 
section that while many CQF events took place in “public spaces”, they were 
seldom accessible to the public. Take for example the CQF 2017 event at the 
Swedish History Museum. Even though the event took over a prominent build-
ing in central Stockholm, the screening of the film was only accessible to those 
who were on the guest list of the festival. The event itself was hosted in the 
evening, well after the closing hours of the museum. In this sense, taking over 
a public space was more a symbolic act that appealed to its own festival goers 
-- rather than a “real” takeover of a public space.  
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Another example that testifies to the production of a symbolic space at the 
CQF is the porn film program XXX – Cinema Queer Goes Dirty described 
earlier in this chapter. As I observed during the event, no one hung around the 
pink and blue cuddle rooms for more than a couple of minutes. This points to 
the fact that transgressive festival programs that push the boundaries of nor-
mative sexuality are not necessarily curated for the festival goers to act trans-
gressively, but rather have a symbolic value in the construction of a “queer” 
discourse. 

The symbolic spaces at the CQF provide a further nuance to Marchart’s 
framework of minimal politics by bringing together the concept’s importance 
of symbolism in political struggles and the role of space in this discursive 
construction. Spatial symbolism (which is often emphasized through temporal 
interventions) not only speaks to the external orientation of a political move-
ment, but also the significance of symbols in sustaining a political struggle 
internally. 

Conflictual Spaces 
Finally, the third kind of discursive space produced by the CQF organizers are 
spaces in which festival goers can understand and negotiate the network of 
socially conflictual relationships within which they exist, or in other words 
“conflictual spaces”. 

In order to explain conflictual spaces produced by the CQF, it is essential 
to take recourse to another important concept in discourse theory, namely so-
cial antagonism. In the introductory chapter, I had discussed that, according 
to Laclau and Mouffe (1985), “antagonisms are not objective relations, but 
relations which reveal the limits of all objectivity,” (xiv, emphasis authors). 
One way to understand social antagonisms is that they are the ontological, 
ineradicable differences between social and political identities (Mouffe, 
2005). Discourse theory scholar, Jacob Torfing (2005) explains the im-
portance of social antagonism in concrete analysis of discourses by invoking 
a stereotypical image of friends and enemies. He points out that these images 
are never stable because the line separating the friendly inside from the threat-
ening outside is never fixed. “The struggle over what and who are included 
and excluded from the hegemonic discourse is a central part of politics,” they 
remark (p. 16). Political projects, therefore, attempt to make antagonistic iden-
tities coexist in the same discursive space by institutionalizing norms about 
respect and responsiveness, even if they disagree about the interpretation of 
these norms. 

An important aspect of curating the CQF for its organizers is ensuring that 
they establish spaces in which conflictual identities, not only from across the 
LGBTQIA+ spectrum but also generational, ethnic, class differences etc. can 
co-exist within the festival. Segregation of space, such as creating specific 
programs that appeal to certain differential identities within the festival, is one 
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way of ensuring that the festival can safeguard the event from generating in-
ternal conflicts that could threaten its own organization. This strategy, how-
ever, has its limitations in that it impedes the articulation of differences in the 
festival.  

A way in which the festival organizers deal with social antagonisms is 
through regulating the festivalgoers’ “given” time. Here, I quote at length an 
excerpt from an interview Isak gave to a magazine in 2015 that provides an 
insight into the significance of screening films in Stockholm.25  

 
Everyone has some kind of idea of what a film or a moving image is. Every-
one’s seen something. It really gets everyone. So, with a good film that actually 
says something, it is easy to reach people. For ninety minutes, you can grab 
someone, stick them in a dark room and tell them what you want. Of course, 
people can walk out. But you have ninety minutes where you can tell someone 
anything you want. I can’t disturb what is happening on the screen. I can’t 
change what is happening on that platform. In a discussion or something like 
that, I can go in and change that. But what happens on the screen, call it prop-
aganda, call it whatever you want, I can’t change it. It gets so powerful because 
this is one of the only places where LGBTQ rights, revolutionary rights can be 
put out there without being questioned. 

 
In a later chapter (Chapter 8), I will elaborate the importance of films in the 
discursive construction of micro-activism at the queer film festivals of Swe-
den, however, here it is important to remark that films are an important device 
in the CQF festival organizers’ tool-kit to regulate time and actively create 
spaces in which the internal frontiers of LGBTQIA+ struggles can be ad-
dressed. 

The importance of the active production of a conflictual space for 
LGBTQIA+ persons cannot be overstated, especially in the context of Swe-
den. While Swedish cities like Stockholm and Malmö have various formal and 
informal organizations working on LGBTQIA+ issues, the events organized 
by these groups are almost always focussed on specific identities and seldom 
speak of LGBTQIA+ as a collective group. Outside of the pride events, the 
queer film festivals of Sweden are perhaps the only place where the idea of a 
LGBTQIA+ community is constructed. In the more “macro-activist” environ-
ment of the pride, which emphasizes celebration and appropriation of public 
spaces, there is little space for addressing the internal frontiers of LGBTQIA+ 
discourses. In this context, the contribution of the queer film festival as a space 
that addresses the conflictual social relationships between LGBTQIA+ per-
sons, and the micro-activism performed by the queer film festivals is an inval-
uable contribution to society.  

 
25 https://www.totallystockholm.se/interview-stockholm-cinema-queer/ <Accessed 5th Jan 
2020> 
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Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter, I have discussed how queer film festival organizers actively 
produce spaces and regulate time to structure their festivals. Drawing upon 
my ethnographic fieldwork at the CQF, I have illustrated how the festival or-
ganizers attempt to materialize their “queer” vision of Stockholm, which en-
gages the diverse set of identities within the LGBTQIA+ spectrum that the 
queer film festival aims to represent. The chapter also noted that this engage-
ment with politics is not a traditional, macro-activist commitment but rather a 
subtler affair which focusses on creating safe spaces for festivalgoers to ex-
hibit, share and negotiate their collective experiences of otherness. 

Based on the material presented, I have shown that CQF organizers con-
struct three kinds of discursive spaces through which they can express and 
consolidate their political aspirations. It was also emphasized that these dis-
cursive spaces are neither linked to physical spaces, nor exclusive phenomena 
at the festivals. Rather, they are complex outcomes which often overlap with 
each other. First, at the most fundamental level, the CQF produced articulatory 
spaces through which the differential positions within the LGBTQIA+ spec-
trum could be expressed, recognized and assimilated under the master-signi-
fier “queer”. Second, the festival produced symbolic spaces which simultane-
ously oriented the festival to expand its own organization, as well as fashioned 
political ideas structured around “queer” which could internally enhance and 
sustain the appeal of the festival for its own audiences. The third kind of spaces 
produced by the queer film festival can be described as conflictual spaces. By 
using the concept of social antagonism, conflictual spaces are explained as 
discursive events at the queer film festival which attempt to address the onto-
logical differences between various identities present at the festival. The pro-
duction of conflictual spaces at the festival are not incidental, but an inten-
tional aspect of curation undertaken by the queer film festival organizers.  

This chapter focussed on how concepts of space and time provide the queer 
film festival with its structure in which it can interpret, establish and perform 
“queer” norms. The specific ways in which the festivals engaged with space 
and time also enhanced the inherent possibility of a disruptive contingency in 
its performance. In the following chapter of the thesis, I will elaborate on how 
contingency is constructed and implicated as a necessary condition for the 
construction of micro-activism at the queer film festivals of Sweden.  
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5. Negotiating Contingency  

In the previous two chapters, I have built an argument that the festival programs and 
use of screening spaces and locations produce discursive spaces where specific iden-
tifications and subjectivities are facilitated, enabling the production of “queer” as a 
lived experience for the film festival organizers and festival goers. In this chapter, I 
focus my attention on how communicative acts at the two queer film festivals are 
bound up with the discursive logics of contingencies and failures. An ethnographic 
account of contingency events at the festivals helps me uncover how contingency is 
not an undesirable effect of the necessary conditions under which the festivals are 
organised, but rather a condition of freedom through which new meanings, ideologies 
and knowledge can be constructed. It is through contingency and failure, that queer 
film festivals enable various democratic contestations that are essential to their artic-
ulation as micro-activism. 
 
 

What kinds of reward can failure offer us? Perhaps most obviously, failure 
allows us to escape the punishing norms that discipline behaviour and manage 
human development with the goal of delivering us from unruly childhoods to 
orderly and predictable adulthoods. Failure preserves some of the wonderous 
anarchy of childhood and disturbs the supposedly clean boundaries between 
adults and children, winners and losers. And when failure certainly comes ac-
companied by a host of negative affects, such as disappointment, disillusion-
ment and despair, it also provides the opportunity to use these negative affects 
to poke holes in the toxic positivity of contemporary life. - Gender and Queer 
theorist, Judith ‘Jack’ Halberstam (2011, p. 3) 

 
 
During the three years of my fieldwork at the Malmö Queer Film Festival and 
the Cinema Queer Film Festival, I learnt that limitations, chance, interference 
and failure were a constant companion of the queer film festivals in Sweden. 
Some of the constraints were economic. How to come up with the best film 
program within the budgetary limitations of the festival? Some limitations 
were physical. How to accommodate wheelchairs inside a cinema which was 
not designed to be accessible? Or, what can be an alternative screening loca-
tion because of a last-minute cancellation of a designated venue? Other exi-
gencies at the queer film festivals were communicative, such as when the au-
diences did not understand the specific meaning of a particular performance 
or, when certain events failed to communicate the intentions of the festival 
organizers to the audiences. 
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One main reason why these fortuitous occurrences are a focal point of de-
bate here is because both the queer film festival organizers and their audiences 
were keen to embrace such unforeseen eventualities. A screening that went 
amiss or a performance that did not achieve its intended affect was seldom 
frowned upon by the organizers. A last-minute change in a venue did not mean 
that the festival audiences did not show up at the alternative locations. On the 
contrary, both the festival organizers and their audiences seemed to revel in 
the unexpected outcomes produced during the festival. 

To show how contingency is implicated in the construction of micro-activ-
ism at the queer film festivals of Sweden, I develop three arguments built 
around three ethnographic examples from my fieldwork at the MQF and CQF. 
First is an example of a performance from the MQF 2017 through which I 
establish the relationship (and the difference) between identity and identifica-
tions. The focus of this example is to show how the contingent nature of iden-
tity incubates conditions that allow for social and political alliances to take 
place within a queer film festival. The second example, from the Revolution-
ary Queer Porn Night, illustrates how contingency provides the queer film 
festival with an open character in which meanings can be re-structured and re-
constructed, as well as how the festival goers negotiate with the contingent 
meanings, identifications and ideologies present within the festival. This dis-
cussion allows me to transition into my third case, where I use the example of 
a panel discussion from the MQF to show how the queer film festival pro-
cesses produce critical subjectivities which are crucial to the constitution of 
the festival as micro-activist spaces.   

Contingent Identifications 
Whenever a film or a performance takes place at a queer film festival, it is 
inevitably linked to a specific sexual, gender or political identity. During the 
course of my fieldwork, there were only a handful of exceptions to the fact 
that specific events always addressed a group of people who identified with 
specific articulations within the LGBTQIA+ identity groups. I have already 
discussed in the previous chapters (chapter 3 and 4) that a part of the queer 
film festival organizers mandate was to make their festivals as inclusive, rep-
resentative and diverse as possible. The execution of this mandate, however, 
was contingently dependent on the many constraining factors that went into 
the making of a film festival program, including availability of films and per-
formers, budgets, festival themes etc. Most of the films screened at MQF and 
CQF represented gay and lesbian identity groups. Films and performances that 
depicted trans people were also highlighted at both the festivals. Other identity 
groups were comparatively underrepresented, simply because the organizers 
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could not always find suitable content, that could exhaustively or evenly rep-
resent all the identity groups they would have liked to include in the festival 
program. 

The fact that some identities within the LGBTQIA+ groups were over-rep-
resented compared to the others was not the only way in which the failure of 
representing an identity took place at the festival. In the following ethno-
graphic account of a performance at the MQF, I describe how the performance 
of even a single identity is simply an attempt to represent a contingent set of 
particularities that always “fail” to exhaustibly represent the whole that it aims 
to signify. What I hope to illustrate is that while queer film festivals are largely 
understood as ‘identity politics’, identity is never fully constituted. However, 
it does not follow from this failure of identity that it undermines the queer film 
festival as such. On the contrary, this incompleteness of meaning marked by 
failure, is the ontological ground on which the open-ended project of con-
structing a “queer” politics rests. It is within this failure that the space of a 
democratic contestation emerges. 

Performing Asexuality 
On Friday, 21st April 2017 at 17:30 in the evening, Panora, a state-of-the-art 
cinema located in the heart of Malmö, transformed into a queer space. It was 
swarming with more than a hundred persons who had come to support the film 
festival. Most people were gathered around the foyer to the left of the build-
ing’s entrance. Some were in a long queue at the ticket vendor down a flight 
of stairs from the foyer, next to the cinema screens.  A couple of festival vol-
unteers made sure that the way to the elevator straight ahead from the entrance 
down to the ticketing counter remained clear for those who needed to use it. I 
could sense the anticipation of the people gathered around but the MQF or-
ganizers were busy running last minute errands.  I peeped into Salon 1 to see, 
Emie // Eva-Marie Elg, a Malmö based film activist and video artist, preparing 
for her opening performance of MQF 2017 (Images 14 and 15). She was get-
ting dressed in a plastic top that tightly bound her body and a pearl blue glit-
tering skirt which matched the colour of her hair. She was simultaneously co-
ordinating a sound check with the technician through the microphone placed 
on her head. Once she was satisfied with the audio quality, she climbed on to 
a large metal trolley placed in front of the screen in the cinema. She then 
cuffed her legs to the bars of the steel trolley and remained in a frozen pose 
while the audience walked in and found their seats. 

The program began with the MQF organizers welcoming the community 
to the 2017 edition of the festival. On the side of the screen stood Klara, a 
young girl dressed in black, who was the sign language interpreter for the 
opening ceremony. As the organizers took turns to welcome the community, 
Klara’s hands and facial expressions began actively interpreting everything 
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that was being said. While the organizers spoke to the audience, Emie contin-
ued to hold her pose through the lengthy introduction. She looked uncomfort-
able, bound to the steel trolley. The audience could notice her discomfort. She 
slowly began sliding down the trolley to find a more bearable posture and 
stayed still until everyone was finished talking and her performance began. 

The lights dimmed and on screen appeared a heavily saturated re-mixed 
bricolage of images. I could spot, amidst the riot of colours smeared over the 
screen, images of Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian man and clips from the pop-
ular Disney film, Frozen. A grim background score played while Emie re-
mained stationery in the foreground. On the screen now, was Elsa, the Queen 
of Arendelle, shortly after she discovered her magical powers. A voiceover 
dictated in a monotonous tone began to narrate -  

 
This is the story of a slave. Constructed, programmed and trained to be a 
pleaser. Born bent. Flawed and grew twisted. Got corrected improved straight-
ened. To align with the rest. To be desired by others. A slave supplying sexual 
demands. 

The narration stopped as the dramatic intensity and the volume of the music 
grew louder and the title of the performance flashed on the screen –  

MADONNA // WHORE followed by BABY MACHINE // SEX TOY. 

The monotonous voiceover began once again and the performance citied noted 
feminist scholar Sara Ahmed. The words, “what does it mean for sexuality to 
be lived as oriented?” echoed in the cinema as images of Elsa continued in the 
background. In the children’s film Frozen, the leading character Elsa, has been 
portrayed as being without any heterosexual love interest. In Emie’s perfor-
mance, Elsa was appropriated as an asexual character who is not lacking sex-
uality, but who lacks an outwardly oriented sexual attraction. She has been 
sexually conformed by social norms and has been made to feel incomplete 
because she does not have a sexual partner. But now was the moment that she 
decided to free herself.  

Emie, who had so far been still in her position took over from the character 
created on screen and rose to proclaim her sexual freedom. The music changed 
from grim to jovial and Emie’s live act replaced the monotonous voice over. 
The cinema now resembled a karaoke show with Emie’s words appearing in 
large bold letters over constantly changing colours on screen. Emie continued 
the narrative of her newly found freedom drawing from Whitney Houston’s 
hit song ‘Greatest Love’–  

 
I decided long ago never to walk in anyone’s shadow. If I fail, at least I believe, 
no matter what they take from me, they can’t take away my dignity because 
the greatest love of all is happening to me. I found the greatest love of all inside 
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of me. The greatest love of all is easy to achieve. Loving yourself is the greatest 
love of all. 

By now, Emie had revealed a phallic sex toy from under her skirt and started 
to simulate an act of masturbation while repeating the words ‘greatest of all 
love, the greatest’ in an increasingly sensual and orgasmic tone. Emie’s per-
formance reached a literal climax, the sex toy she had been using to simulate 
a penis started glowing and her voice cracked to signify her internally oriented 
sexual orgasm. 

Klara, the sign language interpreter was still standing at one side of the 
screen. She was glowing with a spot light directly on her as the movements of 
her hands kept pace with the visual narrative. She continued with the act but 
her expressions betrayed her embarrassment. When the lights came on, the 
audience received Emie and Klara with a thundering applause! 

The morning after the performance, I met with Emie for an interview. During 
the conversation, I realized that there were several parts to this performance 
that I had not understood. First, I was surprised to learn from Emie that her in-
act character was inspired by Donna Haraway’s popular essay, “A Cyborg 
Manifesto”. I had filmed the performance and subsequently watched the 
rushes before interviewing Emie. [I was also extremely familiar with the es-
say, teaching it as a part of a Masters course at the university]. However, it 
was not until she mentioned the Donna Haraway reference that I realized that 
the performance intended to signify a cyborg.  

The second aspect of Emie’s performance that neither I, nor the several 
audience members I spoke to afterwards, understood was the use of the phallus 
and the act of masturbation. When I asked Emie about what the phallus signi-
fied, she explained that she had to modify her act for the festival. She told me 
that since one was not allowed to light a fire in the cinema, she had to replace 
it with an LED light and that perhaps did not achieve the effect that she in-
tended. “In the original performance, I use a frozen ice penis which has lighter 
fluid inside it,” she explained and added, “I literally put this penis on fire 
which lights up for a few seconds and then goes flat.” It was only after Emie 
explained to me at length about her original signification of the phallus that 
the act came together in my head. Emie’s intention with the phallus was to 
represent the failure of a sexual act for the cyborg, however, the intended ef-
fect of signification was not achieved, in this case because Emie was con-
strained in her performance at the cinema.  

The third aspect which highlighted the contingency of Emie’s performance 
was the role that the co-performer played in signifying Emie’s opening act. 
Klara, the sign language interpreter, who was interpreting Emie’s act for the 
first time, was unintentionally implicated in the performance. The act for the 
audience was inseparable from its interpreter’s presence, gestures and expres-
sions. 
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Discourse, Contingency and Identity 
In an article about political identities, philosopher Slavoj Žižek asks a perti-
nent question about the uncertain status of contingency. “Is it ontological, that 
is, are things in themselves contingent, or is it epistemological, that is, is con-
tingency merely an expression of the fact that we do not know the complete 
chain of causes which brought about the allegedly ‘contingent’ phenomenon?” 
(Žižek, 1994, p. 64). Žižek answers this question by taking recourse to Kantian 
speculative idealism which states that the conditions of possibility of our ex-
perience are also the condition of possibility of the object’s experience. In 
other words, the object of knowledge is ontologically defined by its contingent 
relationship to the incompleteness of knowledge. 

Laclau and Mouffe’s thesis on contingency also emphasizes its ontological 
status, albeit for a different purpose. In Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, 
contingency takes on a central role in de-emphasizing the way in which ide-
ology and its essentialist workings have been described in contemporary west-
ern thought, particularly Marxism. In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy 
(1985), Laclau and Mouffe argue that after an intellectually creative period 
during the 1960s, Marxism by the 1970s had reached an impasse. It was bur-
dened by a history of essentialist ideas - most significant of which was the 
‘proletariat as a universal class’ (p. xiii). These universalizing and essentializ-
ing notions, according to Laclau and Mouffe, are pervasive in all Marxist lit-
erature, from Lenin to Gramsci. Apart from the Marxian notion of the prole-
tariat as the universal representative of a class struggle, Hegel’s notion of a 
universal class that was linked to his ideas of public space, or the Habermasian 
idea of universality which they claimed had a content of its own are some 
other examples of totalizing explanations of universality that became a focal 
point of Laclau and Mouffe’s critique. A common problem they identified 
with this ‘discourse of the universal’ was that they implicitly assumed that 
there were privileged points of access to ‘the truth’ and only a certain number 
of subjects (such as the proletariat) could access it (p. 192). Simply stated, the 
problem with this theoretical outlook was that it inevitably created a body of 
work that could not exhaustively explain contemporary social developments 
which extended beyond working class struggles such as the feminism or en-
vironmentalist movements etc. 

Laclau and Mouffe theorized that structural undecidability and contingency 
are the basis of a political society. A fundamental basis of their theoretical re-
organization of traditional Marxism was to propose a different way to describe 
the relationship between the universal and the particular. They argued that so-
cial actors occupy different positions with the discourses that constitute a so-
cial fabric, and in this sense, they are all particularities (p. xiii). Universality, 
simply stated, is the representation of these specific particularities while they 
are aligned together in a ‘chain of equivalence’. Therefore, universality does 
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not have its own content that is independent of the particularities that it at-
tempts to represent. Rather, it is what they called a “contaminated universal-
ity” that lives in an unresolvable tension with the particularity, as well as a 
reversible universality that is simply fulfilling a hegemonizing function within 
society (p. xiv). The point is that the relationship between the universal and 
particular is not that of a binary, but that any universal representation is con-
tingently determined by the particular entities that it tries to represent. The 
significance of this re-worked relationship between the universal and the par-
ticular is that Laclau and Mouffe were able to demonstrate how essences them-
selves were intrinsically contingent and therefore meaning, identities and ide-
ologies can never achieve a totalizing closure. 

In the context of the arguments of this chapter, it is important to account 
for the dynamic function of this ontological intertwined relationship between 
the universal and the particular, especially in context of theorizing identity and 
freedom. Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of the subject as a plurality of identities 
is built around the Foucauldian conception of subject positions – 

 
Whenever we use the category of ‘subject’ in this text, we will do so in the 
sense of ‘subject positions’ within a discursive structure. Subjects cannot, 
therefore, be the origins of social relations – not even in the limited sense of 
being endowed with powers that render an experience possible – as all ‘expe-
rience’ depends on precise discursive conditions of possibility. (Laclau and p. 
115) 

The plurality described in asserting an identity here is similar to Foucault’s 
(1972) archaeology of the subject as located within a particular discourse, 
which is both produced by and subjected to discourse. The synthesizing effect 
of the theory of plurality of subject positions within the classical Marxist 
framework enable Laclau to de-centre class as the pre-constituted unity of the 
subject, by positioning the working-class agent’s struggles as one of the sub-
ject positions that the agent assumes, which holds no necessary relation to 
other struggles of the same agent (Laclau 1990, p.163-164). While the contri-
bution of Lacanian psychoanalysis is explicitly acknowledged by Laclau and 
Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, especially in the development of 
the concept of nodal point as empty signifiers that draw from Lacan’s concept 
of point de capiton, their theorization of the subject remained closer to the 
Foucauldian notions of subject and subjectivation. 

A series of intellectual dialogues between Laclau and Žižek marked an im-
portant stage in the theorization of the subject within discourse theory. Žižek 
(1990) acknowledges discourse theory’s intellectual contribution to social and 
political theory especially through its development of the concept of social 
antagonism, that, far from reducing all reality to a language game, conceived 
the socio-symbolic field as structured around a certain traumatic impossibility, 
around a certain fissure that cannot be symbolized. However, Žižek also 
pointed to a certain intellectual disconnect between the concept of antagonism 
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as presented in discourse theory and its uncritical stance towards identity un-
derstood as the Foucauldian notion of subject position.  

Laclau, in New Reflections (1990) responded to Žižek’s critique of his con-
ception of identity and characterized a non-objectivist conception of the social 
based on a radicalization of the concept of antagonism. Here, he develops the 
notion of antagonism as a radical “outside” that blocks the identity of the “in-
side”, thus positioning it as a pure facticity which cannot be referred back to 
any underlying rationality (p. 17). In other words, while in his earlier work, 
the concept of antagonism presupposes a prior difference in the identity of the 
subject, this notion is deepened to suggest that the relationship of difference 
between identities is at once the site of an antagonism and at the same time 
constitutive of the identity of the two poles (such as universal and particular, 
form and matter, or essence and accident) entering into this relation (Hansen 
& Sonnichsen, 2014, p. 258). This shift is particularly visible in the following 
passage from an article Laclau and Zac wrote about the constitution on polit-
ical identities, where he explicitly takes recourse to the Lacanian thesis: 

 
Every signifier fails to represent the subject and leaves a residue: something 
fails to be reflected in the mirror-world of reflections. There is an essential 
asymmetry, between projection and introjection, for although the image is 
brought in, it remains outside; the inside ‘starts’ outside. In other words, not 
everything is reflected in the mirror-image, and what remains on the other side 
is the impossible, the primarily repressed. This asymmetry points to the faults 
that instal uncertainty and trigger identifications. The moment of failure marks 
the emergence of the subject of lack through the fissures of the discursive 
chain. This moment has destructuring effects: the subversion of objectivity 
(identity) becomes ineradicable. The construction of any unity instals also 
something of the order of the impossible reality: a void which has ‘unwelcome 
effects’- distortions and excesses that point at its precarious and contingent 
constitution. (Laclau and Zac 1994, p. 32) 

 
Finally, this abandonment of the Foucauldian subject-position, and shift to the 
Lacanian explanation of “identity as a lack”, allowed for Laclau to conceive 
of every identity as being dependent on an outside that denies it, yet being the 
very condition of its possibilities. He described this through the concept of 
dislocation which according to Laclau was also the source of freedom. In this 
context, Laclau (1990) wrote, “dislocation is the source of freedom. But this 
is not the freedom of a subject with a positive identity - in which case it would 
just be a structural locus - rather it is a freedom of a structural fault which can 
only construct an identity through acts of identification” (p. 60).  

Signifying Asexuality 
There is a common misconception about asexual persons or ‘aces’, that they 
are not interested in sex. During my fieldwork, I encountered this misconcep-
tion in several conversations, even amongst the LGBTQIA+ activists. Aces, 
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on the other hand, described themselves as having a spectrum of attitudes to-
wards the subject of sex and sexual acts. Repulsion towards sex was only one 
form of identifying within the asexual spectrum. Drawing upon the conceptual 
framework of contingency described in the previous section, Emie’s perfor-
mance attempted to reconstitute the understanding of asexuality. In other 
words, it was an attempt to constitute asexuality as a “universal” category. The 
constitution of this universality, though, was achieved through binding to-
gether a set of particularities. In this case, Emie combined distinct discursive 
forms – visual, performative and speech, to communicate asexuality as a form 
of desire that is not oriented towards an external object. Her performance 
stressed that sexual desire for an asexual person is directed inwards. Even 
though Emie’s performance was an attempt to refashion the meaning of asex-
uality, the universal signification of asexuality remains bound to the particu-
larities which structure its signification. In this sense, the failure of significa-
tion in Emie’s attempt at defining asexuality cannot be ascribed to her perfor-
mance, but rather to the ontological failure of the signifier to represent the 
subject. 

This structural failure of representing identity, as Laclau has posited, is also 
the source of its freedom. The freedom to constitute itself as a subject (even 
though incomplete) through acts of identification that take place through an 
associative re-arrangement of signifiers within a discourse. One of the main 
re-arrangements of associations that Emie’s performance highlighted was her 
choice of re-appropriating Elsa as an asexual icon. Identification with charac-
ters from popular culture is a widely recognized practice within activist com-
munities. Disability rights scholars and filmmakers Sharon Snyder and David 
Mitchell (2006) have written about how cinematic plots of collectivity forged 
out of segregation in films such as the X-Men series or Rain Man (1998) have 
influenced disability activism as tools of integration. Scholar and comics cre-
ator Phil Jimenez (2018) described the historical development of the character 
of Wonder Woman and her iconic figure in feminist and queer struggles. In a 
similar vein, LGBTQIA+ groups have a had a piqued interest in Elsa’s char-
acter since the film was first released. Within the LGBTQIA+ groups, specu-
lative discussions about the development of Elsa’s story arc have been rife. 
Lesbian and bi-sexual groups have used her as a relatable contemporary cine-
matic icon. The re-appropriation of Elsa, who was already appropriated by 
lesbian and bi-sexual groups, as an asexual character pointed to an internal re-
organization of signifiers within the LGBTQIA+ spectrum through the asso-
ciative act of identifications playing out within the film festival space.  

Re-appropriating Elsa was not the only way in which Emie’s performance 
was able to create a political space through acts of identification within the 
festival. The performance also produced signifiers for other identity groups 
present at the festival who could relate to the thematic of post-humanism. In 
my conversations with MQF organizers Freja and Oliver after the festival, 
they explained how Emie’s performance struck a chord with them, as well as 
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some of the other festival audiences they spoke with during the festival. Ac-
cording to them, both trans groups and disability activists present at the festi-
val could especially identify with Emie’s performance because her thematic 
of post-humanism was an increasingly popular concept in their own work. 
This was a particularly important observation which demonstrated how the 
dislocation of identity can pave way for broader social alliances which would 
not have been possible if the constitution of identities were to take place in a 
closed system. 

The implication of this analysis is not only limited to the signification of 
asexuality, but has important bearings on how queer film festivals are under-
stood. One of the most common ways within film festival literature used to 
classify LGBTQIA+ or queer film festivals, is as identity-based film festivals. 
This, as far as my analysis suggests, is a misnomer that portrays queer film 
festivals as events where festival goers engage in a conscious process of stak-
ing claim over positions of gender and sexuality. There is no doubt that queer 
film festivals are intrinsically linked to gender and sexuality, however, queer 
film festivals are not so much about claiming fixed positions, but rather incu-
bating processes where some kinds of identifications are legitimated and au-
thorized, while others are illegitimated and unauthorized. 

Embracing Contingency 
So far in this chapter, I have elaborated an argument of contingency being an 
inherent component of any process which involves communication, therefore, 
meaning, identities and ideologies can never achieve a totalizing closure. The 
implication of this argument is that any discourse endeavour to impose order 
and necessity on a field of meaning but the ultimate contingency of meaning 
precludes this possibility from being actualized (Howarth 2000). In this sec-
tion, I shift my attention to two other aspects specific to contingency that I 
observed during my fieldwork.  

The first observation concerns the way in which film festival organizers 
handled and embraced contingent situations and failures at the festival organ-
ization. Especially at the CQF, the festival organizers, often knowingly, 
pushed the boundaries of what could be done and how it could be done, within 
the scope of the queer film festival. On occasions the festival organizers took 
deliberate risks in selecting screening locations which they knew would be 
susceptible to contingencies such as being denied permission for screenings 
or simply being inappropriate for a film screening. In other instances, it was 
deliberately selecting specific content for the festival which had elsewhere 
been deemed controversial. The second observation concerned the way in 
which festival goers interpreted and responded to the unpredictable situations 
produced during the film festival. During the fieldwork I noticed that identifi-
cations with a particular film or a performance was not a given for the festival 
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audiences during the film festival but reflected the way in which the festival 
goers exercised their own judgement and agency to engage with the material 
presented to them. These two aspects of the queer film festivals were im-
portant in determining the ways in which the queer film festival was structured 
as a political space that incubated instances of micro-activism. In order to 
elaborate and analyse these observations further, I detail an ethnographic ac-
count from an event, the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night at CQF 2017, which 
illustrated how the festival organizers, as well as the festival goers invited and 
negotiated with unpredictability, failure and contingency at the queer film fes-
tivals. 

The Revolutionary Queer Porn Night  
The Revolutionary Queer Porn Night was one of the featured events at CQF 
2017 (Image 16, 17 and 18). The event was scheduled to be held at the Bronx 
sauna, a prominent gay bathing house in suburban Stockholm. The plan for 
the event was to screen two films, The Misandrists (LaBruce 2017) and Fluidø 
(Cheang, 2017), a performance by Shu Lea Cheang, a Taiwanese-American 
artist and filmmaker, followed by an after party. In a previous chapter (Chapter 
3), I introduced this event through the festival program of the festival which 
highlighted it as one of the main attractions of the CQF 2017. 

The first situation that developed and highlighted the operations of contin-
gency at the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night concerned the venue of the 
event. On the morning of the festival, the fire department withdrew the per-
mission given to host the film screening at a sauna. The organizers were left 
little time for finding an alternative location, prepare the venue and inform the 
public. Finding an alternative venue at a short notice at CQF was easier said 
than done. The films at CQF were closely matched to the venue in which they 
were screened. In this case, the program was centred around screening sex-
ually explicit films. What complicated this further was that there was also a 
performance that was supposed to follow the screening. There was also going 
to be a party at the venue. The requirement for this venue, thus, was that it 
should be a place suitable to screen explicit films, have sufficient space to 
organize a performance, and a place where it was allowed to sell alcohol and 
have enough room to set up a dance floor. 

Isak and Theresa, who were extremely resourceful in finding screening lo-
cations, found a basement in proximity to the sauna, but their problems did 
not disappear with finding an alternative venue. The next task was fixing the 
space to make it fit for screening. In the following paragraphs, I recount how 
the events unfolded that particular evening in preparing for the Revolutionary 
Queer Porn Night at CQF 2017: 

 
“Screening at Bronx Sauna cancelled. New location is Boendegatan 100.” 
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This was the text that I received from Theresa, followed by a phone call. to 
tell me that the screening was moved to a different location, not too far from 
the sauna. She asked me to gather the chairs from the office and head to the 
new location. I complied.  

At the Boendegatan 10, I was received by Isak, along with the festival tech-
nician Göran and a few other volunteers who helped me unload the chairs from 
my car. Isak, who I had observed to be very composed during the film festival, 
looked visibly concerned since the plan for the evening was more complicated 
than a simple screening. It was a Friday evening, and the Revolutionary Queer 
Porn Night was the most anticipated event of the CQF 2017. The first film to 
be screened was the Swedish premiere of the newly released The Misandrists, 
a film by the iconic, underground gay film-maker Bruce LaBruce. Victoire 
Laly, one of the protagonists of the film, had been flown in from Berlin to be 
a special guest at the screening. The second film for the evening was a queer 
science fiction directed by the Taiwanese born artist Shu Lea Cheang called 
Fluidø. Cheang was also invited as a festival guest and was scheduled to fol-
low up her film screening with a live performance. The screenings and the 
performance were to be followed by an after party, titled Club: Squirt Season 
for which the organizers were expecting over a hundred guests. 

Once I stepped into the new location, I understood why Isak looked con-
cerned. The alternative space was a dusty and dark basement which smelt like 
it had not been opened in several years. Getting the space prepared before the 
audiences arrived looked like an insurmountable task. Every available volun-
teer who could be spared from other festival screenings was asked to help out. 
Everyone, including Isak, started out by cleaning the thick layer of dust un-
derneath the garbage littered around across the floor. When one of the volun-
teers tried to use a broom, it resulted in a puff of dust rising and scattering 
itself around the room. Isak then managed to develop a technique by which he 
pushed the grime into the corners of the basement without creating a dust-
bomb explosion. When the basement was clean as it could be, everyone 
pitched in to set up the space. 

The basement was a fairly large space. It had two big halls, one slightly 
larger than the other, separated by a noisy metal door. There were two en-
trances into the basement, one of them running through a corridor which had 
a series of smaller rooms on either side that led into the bigger hall. The plan 
was to use the bigger hall as a screening space and the slightly smaller one for 
the performance and setting up the DJ’s console. The task of setting up a bar 
for the after-party was outsourced to a vendor. The vendor’s crew worked rap-
idly with saws and hammers through the afternoon to construct a large wooden 
counter from which they could serve the guests.  

I made several rounds to the office during the afternoon, picking up volun-
teers, chairs, the projector, multiple kinds of speakers, spotlights and bags of 
cables. On one of these trips, I was accompanied by Göran, the festival pro-
jectionist. 
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Göran was not the kind of person who would go unnoticed in a crowd. A 
tall, well-built man in his late forties he had long curly hair, an overgrown 
beard, and always dressed the same: a white shirt worn with black pants, a 
black waist coat and a black formal jacket. His antiquated look was enhanced 
by a pocket watch that hung from his waistcoat with a silver chain. Although 
the expression on his face was stern, Göran, as I found out during our conver-
sations, was an extremely pleasant man who loved his job. 

In the previous chapter (Chapter 4), I have discussed that hosting a film 
festival outside the cinema was an appealing concept. The successful execu-
tion of this idea though hinged on things going to plan. It did not help Göran’s 
case that Isak and Theresa had the knack for finding locations which were 
most inconducive to technical requirements that go with a good screening. 
Setting up electronics in a sauna is fraught with the risk of water running into 
electric connections. Finding a level surface for placing a projector in une-
venly grounded surface is not easily done. Keeping the equipment stable dur-
ing a screening on a rocking boat is a difficult undertaking. Ensuring that the 
film sound does not echo back in a closed basement requires perfectly posi-
tioned audio systems. But whatever the challenge of a location, Göran was a 
technician up to the task. 

Göran had been working with CQF since the time that the festival moved 
out of conventional cinemas in 2014. Every year, he took time off his regular 
job as a projectionist with Bio Rio, an alternative cinema in Södermalm and 
joined Isak and Theresa in organizing the CQF screenings. During our con-
versation in the car, I asked Göran about his motivation for working with the 
CQF.  

“Every time Isak and Theresa call out for me, I am there,” he told me. He 
then explained to me his reasons for continuing to work with CQF.  
“Organizing these outdoor screenings is a challenge that I find exciting, 

much more than my regular job as a projectionist at Bio Rio,” he said and then 
added, “Sometimes my bosses at Bio Rio ask me, ‘since you are always out 
screening for Cinema Queer, we wonder who you really work for?” 

When we returned to the basement, things started to look a bit more orga-
nized. Isak moved around different corners of the basement – looking far more 
self-assured than he had previously during the afternoon. Göran asked the vol-
unteers to put up the large projection screen. About fifty chairs were laid out 
on a large carpet in front of the projector for the audience to sit. Göran contin-
ued to work through the afternoon, finding the correct spot to put up the pro-
jector, setting up the sound system, adjusting the chairs to make for a good 
viewing set up, and carefully securing the cables under tape so that no one 
would trip over them. He fastidiously adjusted the projector leveller to achieve 
the perfect scale and angle on the image. He made multiple test runs of the 
films to be screened, to ensure that the colour of the projection was correctly 
calibrated. He fiddled around with the projector focus to make sure the image 
on screen was sharp. Throughout this process, every few minutes, Göran 
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would take out the pocket watch from his waistcoat, give it a long glare and 
put it back in its place. Once done with the setting up the screening, Göran 
moved to set up lights and sound in the other hall where the DJ was going to 
play the music. Despite the change of location and what seemed like an un-
likely task in the afternoon, the basement was soon ready to receive the first 
batch of audiences before the first screening. 

The failure of the venue of the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night provided 
me with insights about how the festival organizers and volunteers responded 
to the contingency at the festival. Despite the anxiety of potentially having to 
cancel the most prominent event of the film festival, the shift to a new venue 
exemplified how festival organizers (and volunteers) rose to the occasion and 
negotiated contingencies. One aspect of the move that particularly stood out 
was the resourcefulness of Isak and Theresa, the festival organizers, to 
promptly organize an alternative location. Incidentally, this was not the first 
time a venue had been cancelled at the last minute. Given that unconventional 
venues were actively sought out for the festival, cancellations or other disrup-
tions were not uncommon. When I asked them how they found these locations 
across Stockholm, Theresa had a short and prompt reply, “Walking around the 
city!”. Isak explained their process somewhat more elaborately. He told me 
that looking for locations was an unremitting part of their work as festival 
organizers. They maintained copious notes about possible locations which 
could serve as festival venues. Once they found a possible venue that appealed 
to them both, they would reach out to all possible sources in order to find the 
owners or caretakers of the space and “then it’s all about nagging,” remarked 
Isak. This process of constantly seeking out locations indicated two things. 
First, their decisions regarding the festival were taken in complete awareness 
of the fact that unforeseen situations could develop during the film festival. 
And second, the organizers were confident in their ability to negotiate situa-
tions with this unpredictability. Or in other words, they embraced contin-
gency. 

Not only Theresa and Isak, but other film festival workers including the 
technicians and volunteers also thrived on situations such as the one described 
with the change in Revolutionary Queer Porn Night. In a later chapter, (Chap-
ter 7), I will discuss how several CQF volunteers present on that occasion 
reminisced about this particular event as one of their most “fun” memories of 
the festival. My observations also showed how proficiently festival volunteers 
such as Göran behaved when such situations arose, and were clearly enjoying 
their own ability to handle the situation.   

Re-constituting Meaning 
The second part of my observations at the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night 
were the film screenings. I have already mentioned that the highlight of the 
event was the screening of the film The Misandrists. Directed by Bruce 
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LaBruce, the Canadian film maker renowned for his contribution to queer cin-
ema, had returned to the big screen with this feature film after a hiatus of three 
years. The Misandrists is a story of a set of feminist revolutionaries, living in 
a school for girls who were being trained by their leader to overthrow patriar-
chy and create a society without men. The film plot revolves around the inci-
dence when two of the girls find a male soldier, wounded in the forest and 
secretly bring him to the school and hide him in the basement to nurse him 
back to health. Their attempt to hide and save this man leads to deception, 
mistrust and conflict within the group. LaBruce described the film as a critique 
of a certain strain of second-wave feminism of the eighties which was anti-
sex, anti-porn and trans-exclusionary. 

The Misandrists, however, was courting controversy on the international 
film festival circuit. The main criticism of the film was based on the fact that 
the director of the film, Bruce LaBruce was a cis-gay man who was trying to 
tell and critique a radical feminist narrative. Many within the film festival 
world believed that it was improper for a gay man to make a lesbian film. 26  
Even though LaBruce spoke extensively about his own position regarding the 
criticisms of his film, The Misandrists had already faced a boycott from the 
LGBTQIA+ film circuit. It was rejected by some of the prominent queer film 
festivals in North America including the Frameline Film Festival in San Fran-
cisco and the Inside Outside festival in Toronto. 

In light of this controversy, the choice of screening The Misandrists at CQF 
2018, is another example of the ways in which the festival organizers courted 
contingencies. Even though the film was shunned by several North American 
LGBTQIA+ film festivals, Isak and Theresa, saw this as an opportunity to 
bring the film to its own audiences. The film was specifically chosen for the 
porn program because it had explicit sex. In light of the theoretical framework 
of contingency discussed earlier in this chapter, by placing The Misandrists in 
the porn program of the festival, the organizers re-constituted the signifiers 
and meanings that were drawn from the film. When The Misandrists was ini-
tially critiqued, it was in the light of its portrayal of radical feminism. Viewed 
as a part of the porn program, the focus of the film’s meaning shifted from its 
ideological critique to its aesthetic portrayal of explicit sex. The place of the 
film in the festival program was also important because Isak and Theresa an-
ticipated that the audience would largely be younger people, and not the older 
cineaste’s who tend to be a part of the audience at events hosted at more main-
stream locations such as museums or theatres etc. This was another shift un-
dertaken by the festival organizers which re-constructed the meanings through 
appealing to an audience who could be more appreciative of the film. Finally, 
new signifiers were added to the screening by inviting a member of the film 

 
26 ‘Iconic queer director invites controversy with “The Misandrists”’, 2018 
https://www.losangelesblade.com/2018/06/02/iconic-queer-director-invites-controversy-with-
the-misandrists/ <Accessed on 15th January 2021> 
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cast who could respond to any criticism that may emerge from the audience. 
The ability of the festival organizers to re-organize the meanings associated 
with an event also speaks to the agency of the queer film festival which is 
primarily produced through the contingent processes of communication.  

When the screening began, there were almost a hundred people in the base-
ment. The bar counter, which was dishing out beer and wine at discounted 
prices was a busy corner. Most people seated themselves on the chairs in front 
of the screen. When the chairs filed up, others found themselves places to sit 
on the floor. Gauging from the audience response, the film was well received. 
People laughed at every witty dialog and the end-credits to the film were ap-
plauded with gusto. After the screening, Victoire Laly was invited to have a 
discussion with Theresa. Victoire shared stories from working on sets with 
Bruce and her fellow actors. She remarked on her initial apprehension of 
working in an explicit film but how comfortable and safe Bruce made her feel 
while filming. The discussion with Theresa ended with a thought-provoking 
remark from Victoire – 

 
One last thing I wanted to say, this movie for me was very special because it 
was the first time that I got casted for a role that did not have anything to do 
with my colour. In Germany, you get casted as a black woman, the angry black 
woman, the prostitute or the refugee, and I was very moved when I got this 
role because it didn’t have anything to do with my colour. And I was very 
thankful to Bruce for that, for giving me this opportunity.  

 
Writing about cinematic reception, film scholar Samantha Searle (1996) has 
remarked that in spaces “where certain identarian and social assumptions are 
negated, films can be seen differently such that even potentially homophobic 
and racist films can be reinterpreted” (pp. 51-52). The screening of The Mis-
andrists at CQF 2018 is an excellent example of what Searle implies, and the 
circumstances that I have accounted for here explain why an alternative read-
ing of a film was possible within the context of a film festival. I have already 
described how The Misandrists was a controversial film under attack for por-
traying lesbian stereotypes. However, when screened under the porn program, 
the film was well received by the audience and no one (at least in public) 
questioned the legitimacy of the filmmaker to create the film, or the content 
of the film. The success of the screening could largely be attributed to a delib-
erate re-framing of its discursive signification. Take for example the remark 
from Victoire, which entirely changed the vantage point of discussion about 
the director of The Misandrists, who in other film criticism contexts was ac-
cused of portraying lesbian stereotypes, to the discussion about LaBruce being 
a director who could look beyond the stereotypes of race and ethnicity and 
cast an actor purely for their abilities. This example confirms the argument 
that the festival organizers had foreseen a range of contingent readings of this 
particular film, and actively planned for ways in which they would not emerge. 
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In explaining how film festival organizers actively plan for contingencies 
and find creative and engaging ways to produce alternative meanings and 
identifications at the queer film festival, I do not imply that the festival goers 
naively invest themselves in everything that the queer film festival produces 
in its discourse. Continuing with the same example, I will now account for 
how these contingent articulations are interpreted and negotiated by the festi-
val audiences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Are All The Eggs For? 
The second screening of Porn Night was of a film titled Fluidø, a science fic-
tion story by Shu Lea Cheang. Set in the post-AIDS future of 2060, the film 
tells the story of mutated ZERO GEN – humans whose ejaculate fluid has 
become an intoxicating sexual commodity. The plot was a multi-threaded 
struggle between undercover agents, drug cartels, corrupt government and 

The Misandrists (2017) 
Director, Bruce LaBruce 
Germany 

Set in the recent past of 1999, Bruce LaBruce’s comedy, The Misandrists 
opens quaintly as a male anticapitalist rebel on the run interrupts a kiss between 
two schoolgirl feminists. Isolde convinces a reluctant Hilde to hide the rebel, 
Volker, in the basement of their boarding school. But Isolde’s solidarity with 
Volker places her at odds with her friends and teachers.  

The headmistress of Isolde’s school, Big Mother, indoctrinates her students 
with second-wave feminist polemics that claim superiority of women over 
men. Her goal is to build a terrorist cell of guerrilla girls ready to fight patriar-
chy, and therefore Volker, like all other men, is a sworn enemy. Under Big 
Mother’s guidance, the trainees of her Female Liberation Army are encouraged 
to practice lesbian separatism as the revolutionary model for a future society 
without male domination. They plan to fund their rebellion by selling home-
produced pornography. But for Isolde, who is transgender, the binary thinking 
of the Female Liberation Army leaves her in a physical and sexual limbo even 
though she shares the desire to end patriarchal violence.  

With its tongue planted firmly in cheek, The Misandrists is an unmistakably 
political film. LaBruce uses camp, his actors are colourfully styled as lesbian 
archetypes. Sex is depicted with graphic frankness and it is through sex that 
these characters first encounter the limitations of their ideology. The Misan-
drists is at once confrontation, pan sexual, gender-fluid, radically inclusive, 
angry and surprisingly romantic.  

 



 105 

scheming corporations. Underlying the excessively sexual plot was the back-
drop of Cheang’s personal experiences of living in New York city at the height 
of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and 90s, when she lost many friends. Ac-
cording to Cheang, this film touched upon the themes of colonization, engi-
neering and re-constitution of the body and the significance of the ejaculation 
was the celebration of a free flow of bodily fluids.27  

During the chaos that had ensued in the basement while preparing for the 
event, I had spotted Shu Lea Cheang sitting on a chair. My curiosity was 
sparked when I saw several egg cartons beside her. I approached her to find 
out about more, specifically about the part that the eggs were to play in her 
performance later that evening.  

“What are all the eggs for?” I asked after introducing myself.  
“Come on! Why don’t you help out and you’ll find out,” she remarked 

while receiving more boxes from a volunteer who was bringing her the things 
she needed for the evening.  

I hesitatingly replied, “umm, sure.”  
“I am simulating some cum and I have a recipe” she said while simultane-

ously opening up boxes of condoms.  
“First I separate the egg whites from the yolk. Then I mix condensed milk 

into it. Add a dash of water to make it a bit thinner and stuff it into the condom. 
I think I am going to make about fifty of them.” 

I tried to hide my uneasiness as she told me about the formula. The con-
coction had started to make me queasy and I excused myself from participat-
ing in this preparation on the pretext that I had more observations to make for 
my research. When I looked around in Cheang’s direction a little while later, 
I noticed that another volunteer was helping her stuff the condoms with her 
potion, even as she continued to crack the eggs to separate the yolks from the 
whites. She then went around the smaller hall and strategically placed the con-
doms before the audience entered the basement. 

There was no introduction to Fluidø when the screening began. In the ab-
sence of any context to what they were watching, the audience soon started to 
lose patience. About thirty minutes into the film, most of the chairs lay vacant 
as people mingled around the bar and other spaces of the basement. When the 
film was over, Cheang invited the audience to join her in a performance. Some 
people were interested and gathered around Shu Lea as she welcomed the au-
dience to pick up the condoms filled with eggs and condensed milk. The re-
sponse to the invitation was lukewarm and only a handful of people volun-
teered to touch the sticky looking latex. The audience seemed keener on danc-
ing than participating in the performance.   

 
27 FLUIDØ (2017, 80:00) in conversation with Shu Lea Cheang – Pleasure Dome, n.d. 
<https://events.ampd.yorku.ca/event/fluido-2017-8000-in-conversation-with-shu-lea-cheang/> 
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Fluidø, followed by the Shu Lea Cheang performance, as a contrasting ex-
ample of the worst outcome of the inherent contingency in creating an uncon-
ventional experience for the audience. Hosting the screening in a space which 
offers other engagement possibilities besides the screen ensured that the audi-
ence, uncomfortable with the film had the option to get away from it. Along 
with the spatial disruption, the screening and the following performance was 
also temporally disturbed by the anticipation of a party which the festival go-
ers seemed to be more interested in. Adding to the dislocatory experience of 
the audience was the requirement imposed upon them to physically touch an 
undesirable object – the fluid filled condoms. This not only threatened the 
audience with a potentially unsavoury experience, it also pushed to the limits 
the boundaries of a cinematic event which normally does not involve any un-
warranted physical contact. The proposal was promptly rejected by the audi-
ence. 

In their work on radical contingency and articulatory practices, discourse 
scholars Jason Glynos and David Howarth (2007) explain an articulatory 
practice as that which puts together theoretical and empirical elements that 
have no logical or necessary links into a new configuration that, if warranted, 
makes possible a critical explanation of the phenomenon under investigation. 
The context within which Glynos and Howarth situate this explanation is to 
resolve the problem of identifying how their own analysis reconciles between 
instantiating social reality and theoretical concepts. I believe that the outcome 
of their discussion is relevant not only to their own methodology, but to build 
(even if partially) a precursory framework through which we can begin to the-
orize the logics of how festival audiences engage or reject contingent forms 
of identifications presented to them at the queer film festivals.  

 Glynos and Howarth identify and discuss the various internal components 
of an articulatory practice. One concept that is relevant to this analysis, and 
which forms the internal component of a practice of articulation that is men-
tioned by them is judgement. They explain the practice of judgement as a sit-
uated ability in which a subject – such as a film festival goer – “acquires and 
enacts the capacity to apply a logic to a series of social processes, within a 
contingent and contestable theoretical framework” (p. 184).   In order to ex-
plain this further, Glynos and Howarth draw upon Wittgenstein’s approach 
which explains “language as a form of life” (Wittgenstein [1953] 2009, p. 66). 
How one judges a particular logic is similar to the way Wittgenstein talks 
about following a rule. Rules in this perspective are nothing more than the 
norms and customs we acquire -- or sometimes fail to acquire -- in becoming 
expert users of a language and practice (Glynos & Howarth, 2007). Then, the 
ability to form what Glynos and Howarth refer to as situated judgements is 
mastered in and through practice: by learning and imbibing the grammar of 
concepts and logics that make up a particular theoretical approach (p. 185). 
The concept of a situated judgement allows them (and us) to think of judge-
ments as beyond pure intuitionism or pure conventionalism to explain how 
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festivalgoers navigate the contingent terrain of identifications they are con-
fronted with through films and performances at the queer film festival. If so-
cial articulation is not simply the linking of signifiers in chains of equivalence 
(see Chapter 4) and is indeed an epistemological practice which is employed 
by festival goers, then it has to be accounted that the festival audiences them-
selves have access to theoretical frameworks which they can use to contextu-
alize their own self-interpretations. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to em-
pirically account for how LGBTQIA+ persons acquire relevant concepts and 
assumptions to produce judgements and articulations in their everyday lives. 
In the following section, however, I account for how the queer film festivals 
themselves are one of the avenues where this knowledge is produced.  

Situated Knowledge  
In the introductory chapter of their book, The Queer Art of Failure, Judith 
‘Jack’ Halberstam (2011) introduces the notion of low theory as “theoretical 
knowledge that works at many levels at once, as precisely one of these modes 
of transmission that revels in the detours, twists, and turns through knowing 
and confusion, and that does not seek to explain but to involve” (p. 15). The 
concept of low theory, according to Halberstam, is best explained by culture 
theorist Stuart Hall through his reading of the Italian Marxist scholar Antonio 
Gramsci’s critique of Marxism. For both Hall and Halberstam, Gramsci’s 
work is significant because it attempts to undo the rigidness and economism28 
of traditional Marxism by designing goal-oriented theory that informs political 
practice in a practical and activist way, as opposed to formulating abstract 
thoughts which are simply a part of a philosophical exercise. Halberstam ex-
plains that for low theory, there are two important ideas in the Gramscian the-
ory which Hall has illuminated. First is Gramsci’s concept of hegemony 
(which is also central to Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory), a “term for a 
multi-layered system by which a dominant group achieves power not through 
coercion but through the production of an interlocking system of ideas which 
persuades people of the rightness of any given set of often contradictory ideas 
and perspectives” (p. 17). Second is the notion of common sense which is the 
set of beliefs that are used persuasively used to impose a hegemonic order. 
Common sense works precisely because it does not present itself as an ideol-
ogy or a dogmatic set of ideas, but a simpler way of regulating thinking. The 
importance of these two Gramscian concepts, hegemony and common sense, 
is not only that they allow us to understand how dominant regimes of 
knowledge and power are established, but also, how one can think counter-

 
28 Economism is a general principle in Marxist thought that describes a rigid theorization of the 
relation between base and superstructure. 
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hegemonically about alternative political formations that offer “models of 
contestation, rupture and discontinuity for the political present” (p. 19). 

Halberstam’s own interests lies in unpacking how counter-hegemony and 
low theory functions in popular culture, and its relation to queer lives, gender 
and sexuality. Halberstam argues that in the contemporary neo-liberal, capi-
talist society, low theory resides within popular forms of entertainment. Using 
examples of animated films such as Finding Nemo, Chicken Run or Monsters 
Inc., Halberstam provides a counter reading of these childrens films as provid-
ing frameworks with which to escape contemporary neo-liberal and capitalist 
forms of being, acting and knowing. “I believe in low theory in popular places, 
in the small, the inconsequential, the antimonumental, the micro, the irrele-
vant; I believe in making a difference by thinking little thoughts and sharing 
them widely,” writes Halberstam (p. 21). 

My own interest in low theory is to emphasize how festival goers access 
knowledge which in turn helps them traverse, judge, reject or articulate the 
contingent identifications presented to them at the queer film festival. To il-
lustrate how the queer film festival produces possibilities for the production 
of low theory, I draw upon an ethnographic example of a panel discussion. 

 Putting together films that could achieve the intended aim of a festival was 
always a near impossible task. The best that the queer film festival organizers 
could do was to ensure that there was a sufficient number of films that related 
to the topic, to justify the theme of the festival. In order to emphasize the spe-
cific themes, the festival organizers relied on other elements of the program 
such as performances and panel discussions which allowed the specific themes 
to be put in focus. During the organizational stages of the MQF, I observed 
that the organizers devoted a protracted time in discussing the possible panel-
lists and moderators for the post-film discussions. The choice of the panellists 
not only rested on their credibility as an expert in their field, but also their 
proximity and comfort with the other organizers. At the festival, these panel 
discussions, dislocated the event with the content of the films and allowed the 
festival organizers to emphasize their preferred issues, thematics, norms etc. 
The panellists could then act as strategically deployed agents who can con-
struct and deploy signifiers that are essential to its own organization (Howarth, 
2013).  

One of the memorable panels that I attended was at MQF 2017, scheduled 
to be held after the screening of Sins Invalid (Berne, 2013), a compilation of 
short films about performances by LGBTQIA+ identifying artists with disa-
bilities. The panel was moderated by Zeeshan, a member of RFSL Malmö and 
the other panellists were Craig, an LGBTQ activist and Freja, one of the MQF 
organizers in 2017. The theme was that of disabilities among LGBTQIA+ per-
sons. 

This panel was held inside the cinema immediately following the film 
screening. A couple of volunteers placed a set of wooden chairs and a table in 
the open space in front of the screens. Zeeshan, well-groomed and dressed in 
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a black and grey sweater, black pants and nicely polished black shoes, sat on 
the left side of the table. Craig, who was bespectacled and wore a grey sweater 
over a blue t-shirt and denims sat in the centre. On the right, Freja who was 
wearing a black business suit for the occasion, sat in her wheelchair. Before 
introducing the panellists to the audience, Zeeshan laid out the rules in order 
to ensure “everyone’s safety”. 

“Do not question people’s experiences. Do not place responsibility upon 
those affected. Listen and do not interrupt. Please think about your position 
before asking a question.” 

He then proceeded to ask Craig and Freja about their experiences with ac-
cessibility within their own LGBTQ contexts. Freja responded by emphasiz-
ing the lack of access she had experienced especially in queer spaces. Express-
ing her frustration with not having suitable and accessible environments even 
when promised beforehand, Freja explained that issues of access mostly come 
as an afterthought for event organizers. “More often than not, they forget that 
I am the one with a problem and instead my presence becomes a problem for 
them,” she said pointing to the apathy of the situation.   

Craig also responded to Zeeshan’s question by sharing that his own expe-
rience with mental health issues and its accompanying physical pains had led 
him to understand how society discriminates against visible and invisible dis-
abilities. He spoke about his confrontation with pre-conceived opinions about 
what a person with disability should look like. He explained that he found that 
it was older people with visible disabilities, who were provided care and con-
cern in the society, because they were the ones with, quote unquote, “real” 
problems who need “real” help. He told the panellists and audiences about his 
own experiences of feeling neglect because he looked too young or too mobile 
to have a disability. “And this is a hard one for me because chairs are not my 
friends,” he said while describing his experience of dealing with pain and not 
being able to sit. Craig’s comments during the panel discussion were an effec-
tive way to contrast the issues of disability for the MQF audiences.  

While the films screened at the festival were largely focused on disabilities 
that were visible, the presence of persons with visible disabilities at the festival 
was scant.29 Craig’s comments highlighted an aspect of the festival thematic 
which was, first, not sufficiently covered by the films that were screened, and 
second, was relevant in context of the audience that was present at the festival.  

The relevance of this line of discussion became more apparent when Zee-
shan tried to move the discussion forward by asking Freja and Craig for ex-
amples of solutions that have helped. Craig quipped sharply, ‘Bean Bags!’ 
Some people in the audience laughed, and he began narrating a story about 
how he discovered them at MIX Copenhagen, a queer film festival in Den-
mark. He had been in a lot of pain while attending the event, and found himself 

 
29 According to the festival organizers, despite their best efforts, the MQF 2017 was not at-
tended by as many persons with disabilities as they would have ideally liked. 
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unable to sit in the cinema seats any longer. Then, he noticed a few bean bags 
lying around outside the cinema and once he sat on one of them, it changed 
his life. He said he got himself several bean bags, not only for his own house 
but even for the apartments of friends that he frequently visited. The audience 
was very amused at this suggestion, and it even prompted bouts of laughter 
from the audience. 

Although the conversation about bean bags lightened the environment in 
the Salon, Craig reminded the audience that even within the vulnerable 
LGBTQ community, mental health is not a subject that is taken seriously and 
there are many people who he knew ended up in a bad place because they did 
not find support from people. He complained that people within the 
LGBTQIA+ movement often like to be right all the time and in turn, ended up 
being righteous. “We do not always dare to say that we need help or something 
doesn’t work for us,” remarked Craig. According to Craig, this created a sense 
of insecurity amongst people who were in need.  

This comment provoked a debate about the problems persons with disabil-
ity faced not because they identified as LGBTQIA+ but rather because how 
other LGBTQIA+ persons behaved in front of them. Craig had managed to 
divert the construction of the ableist other who impedes the lives of persons 
with disabilities, towards agents within the LGBTQIA+ discourse.  

Freja agreed with Craig and pondered over how difficult it was for a disa-
bled person to participate in LGBTQ activism, because one was constantly in 
need of explaining their identity. “It takes so much energy to deal with people 
who say you can’t be trans because you are funk!” 30 remarked Freja while 
arguing that people can identify with multiple forms of marginalization at the 
same time. According to Freja, LGBTQIA+ persons needed to re-define ac-
tivism in ways which are more inclusive and accessible so that the most vul-
nerable persons amongst them could become a part of their activism.  

When the panel was opened to the audience for questions, the discussion 
continued around arguments that Freja and Craig had articulated. A few mem-
bers of the audience asked them for practical solutions around the problems 
they had raised in the panel. Freja replied that everyone needed to think in a 
more aware and a conscious manner about the environments, for both formal 
and non-formal community get-togethers. Freja suggested a series of ques-
tions for the audience to think about – what are, actually, the places in which 
people meet? Are they wheelchair accessible? Are there opportunities to take 
breaks? Are there restrooms? Are the meeting spaces free from impressions, 
such as loud colours and sounds? According to Freja, attending an event or 
even a casual hang out, was not a spontaneous decision for a non-neurotypical 
person. Attending required considerable planning around, how to get to the 
place, considerations related to if the space was a suitable environment, and if 
there were people there to ask for support in case it was required.  

 
30 ‘Funkis’ is a Swedish common noun used by persons with disabilities to describe themselves. 
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Another person in the audience asked Craig what was the best place to buy 
bean bags and how much they cost? Craig responded in detail about where he 
had ordered the bean bags from, how much they had cost and re-emphasized 
how the bean bags had transformed his life by bringing him comfort. Some-
how, bean bags became a recurring phrase during the festival in 2017 and were 
inevitably mentioned whenever someone got on to the stage! -- even though 
to construct bean bags as a master signifier of discussion was not the intention 
of the panellists. Indeed, there was no way in which the organizers could have 
predicted that bean bags would imprint as a signifier which would rapidly at-
tach itself to all discursive formations within the MQF. 
 
The panel discussion that I have recounted here provides a rich insight into a 
variety of logics that dominate a queer film festival, not excluding power re-
lations, norms, organization, expertise and so on. The particular issue that I 
wish to highlight here, though, is how a panel discussion produces knowledge 
that can be understood as a constructive part of the theoretical framework that 
festival goers have access to within the bounds of the queer film festival, that 
can assist them to form their own judgements about the content of the festival. 
As was evident in the ethnographic example, the discussion that took place in 
the panel was not necessarily bound to the abstract issues that could explain 
the issue of disability. Rather, the most prominent points of discussion – the 
bean bags, or how to organize spaces – suggest that the audiences (and panel-
lists) were most interested in talking about things in which they felt involved, 
concerns of their everyday lives. This is precisely how “low theory” gets pro-
duced: a “the counter-politics of the silly object” that does not make people 
better or liberate them from their tribulations but might offer strange and anti-
capitalist ways of being, acting and knowing (Cited in Halberstam, 2011, p. 
2). The discussion around the inability of LGBTQIA+ persons to be sensitive 
towards others who suffer from visible and invisible disabilities was an exam-
ple of how the queer festival is not necessarily bound with creating a triumph-
alist account of LGBTQIA+ history, but also acknowledges its own collabo-
ration with oppressive regimes and dominant ideologies. 

It is within this epistemological framework that the queer film festival pro-
duces and circulates theoretical frameworks, not as abstract concepts, but as 
“low theory” which can enable a subject to think critically, form judgements, 
contest norms and conjure alternative socio-political visions that are ethically 
open to the radical contingency of things. The presence of these contingent 
articulations within the queer film festival bear testimony to the fact that these 
festivals not only provided LGBTQIA+ audiences to a “queer” culture but also 
to the production of critical standpoints that form the basis of micro-activist 
engagements. 
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Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter, I have discussed the myriad operations of contingency and its 
generative relationship with micro-activism at the queer film festivals of Swe-
den. I began this discussion with providing an account of how contingency 
ensures that meaning, identities and ideologies can never achieve a totalizing 
closure. Then, I discussed the failure of signification of identity at the queer 
film festivals through an ethnographic example of a performance of asexuality 
at the MQF 2017. This discussion established that queer film festivals are not 
so much about claiming fixed identity positions, but rather spaces where cer-
tain kinds of identifications are legitimated and authorized, while others are 
illegitimated and unauthorized. 

The following section of this chapter focused on the example of the Revo-
lutionary Queer Porn Night at CQF 2017 through which I discussed my ob-
servations concerning how festival organizers and festival goers negotiate 
contingency. First, I discussed how contingency at the queer film festival is 
embraced by the festival organizers allowing them to exercise agency in the 
festival process. Second, I discussed how the festival goers negotiate with the 
contingent meanings, identifications and ideologies present within the festi-
val. This section closed with a suggestion that festival goers engage in an ar-
ticulatory practice which puts together theoretical and empirical elements that 
have no logical or necessary links into a new configuration that, if warranted, 
makes possible a critical explanation of the phenomenon under investigation. 

The final section of this chapter connected the notion of theoretical practice 
drawn from the previous section to Halberstam’s concept of “low theory” and 
situated knowledge. Using the example of a panel discussion from MQF 2017, 
I argued that queer film festival produces epistemological frameworks that 
enable a subject to think critically, form judgements, contest norms and con-
jure alternative socio-political visions that constitute the basic framework of a 
micro-activist practice. 
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Image 1 and 2. CQF 2017 program booklet (Source: CQF) 

 
 

 
Image 3. Revolutionary Queer Porn Night 2018 (Source: CQF) 
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Image 4. Queer Manifesto by Bruce LaBruce (Source: CQF) 

 

 
Image 5. The Hyenas (Source: MQF) 
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Image 6. The Queers Strike Again (Source: CQF) 

 

 
Image 7.  A film still from The Wings/Vingarne (Source: Swedish Film Institute) 
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Image 8 and 9. Screening at Swedish Museum of History (Source: CQF) 
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Image 10. CQF Festival Directors (Source: CQF) 

 

 
Image 11. CQF 2018 Circus Opening at Tantolunden (Source: CQF) 

 
 
 



 118 

 
 

 
Image 12 and 13. Transformation of space at the Garaget 2018 (Source: CQF) 
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Image 14 and 15. Signifying a-sexuality at MQF Opening 2017 (Source: MQF) 
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Image 16, 17 and 18. Posters and still images from Revolutionary Queer Porn Night 

(Source: Wikipedia (top left and bottom), own image (top right)) 
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Image 19. Film still from En Sällsynt Vanlig Dag  

(Source: Sveriges Utbildningsradio AB) 

 
 

 
Image 20. Junk River at MQF 2018 (Source: own image) 
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Image 21 and 22. Stairway to Heaven (Source:CQF)  
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Image 23 and 24. Accessible screenings at Panora (Source: own image)  
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Image 25 and 26. Fieldwork (Source: own image)  
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6. Inclusivity 

In the previous chapters, I have discussed what “queer” means at the CQF and MQF 
and how the organizers construct the festivals as inclusive spaces where “queer” can 
be performed in contingent ways, strengthening their activist function. In the follow-
ing two chapters, I turn my attention towards the people who organize these festivals 
to better understand why and how they do what they do. In this chapter, I begin the 
discussion by presenting the ethnographic fieldwork conducted at the MQF organi-
zation, which dealt closely with issues of precarity and inclusivity. Based on the way 
in which it specifically articulated “queer” as an engagement with body politics, the 
MQF needed an active engagement with principles of inclusivity not just in terms of 
creating the program, but in the organization itself. This chapter investigates MQF 
from the perspective of inclusivity, and how its approach to inclusivity both facilitated 
and impeded the festival organization. The chapter introduces the psycho-analytical 
concept of fantasy to theorize the ideological significance of inclusivity for the MQF 
to sustain itself as a political project.  
  
	
	
	

 
Fantasy does not mean that when I desire a strawberry cake and cannot get in 
reality, I fantasize about eating it; the problem is, rather: how do I know that I 
desire a strawberry cake in the first place? This is what fantasy tells me.  

 
Philosopher Slavoj Žižek, The Plague of Fantasies, (1997, p. 7) 

 
 
 
Q has been organizing the Malmö Queer Film Festival (MQF) since 2009. 
Short, stoutly built in her late forties, she is a quintessential cinephile. Q has a 
doctorate in Cultural Gender Studies from the university of Oldenberg, a mid-
dle-sized town in north Germany. She fell in love with queer cinema in her 
late teens as a film studies student. In 2009, Q immigrated to Malmö from 
Germany with her partner, Hannah, who teaches at the university in a neigh-
bouring town. Q’s first job in Sweden was working as a cinema projectionist. 
It was during this time that she first conceived of a queer film festival for 
Malmö. through Folkets Bio, she found financial and logistical support to start 
the MQF as an annual film festival. A few years later, she started working for 
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Malmö Against Discrimination (Malmö mot Diskriminering), a non-profit or-
ganization as an educator and trainer. But even then, Q continued organizing 
the MQF every year.  

A few months into my fieldwork, sitting on the stools of the café at Panora, 
the cinema where MQF takes place, Q and I were engrossed in a conversation 
in which she was telling me about her life as an activist in Germany. At first, 
I thought that Q was simply reminiscing about her past. But as the conversa-
tion continued, I began to sense that her past was relevant to how things were 
going in the MQF organizational group.  

“I love that MQF has a big group this year,” she said and added, “But you 
know, I am not a good teacher.”  

I looked at her quizzically. 
“I am very good at doing things, but I am not so good at passing on the 

skills.” 
I started to realize that this was a way for Q to speak of the stress of dealing 

with others in Sweden; stress that also caused her apprehension towards par-
ticipating in my research. “I usually don’t think before I speak and I am afraid 
I would end up saying something offensive about someone,” she cautioned 
me. Q was worried that what she says will be misinterpreted by someone and 
offend them. Even if I were to anonymize her in research (which I did), she 
would still be identifiable in Sweden, where she said, “everyone knows each 
other”. Over the course of my research, I met Q on over a dozen occasions and 
had several conversations with her. I never sensed that she was mean, resent-
ful, or prejudiced. But she was constantly afraid of hurting someone else’s 
feelings.  

Between 2009 and 2016, Q had organized the MQF all by herself. During 
this time, her year looked as follows:  over the summer, she would start look-
ing for and watching films that could be screened at the MQF in the following 
year. The process of watching and selecting films would continue in the au-
tumn when Q would usually visit the Hamburg Queer Film Festival and the 
Berlin International Film Festivals in Germany to seek out the latest queer 
cinema. She would track down the distributor, producer or the director of 
every film she found worth screening at the MQF and, begin negotiating its 
screening rights. Around October, she would also put out a call for regional 
LGBTQIA+ filmmakers to submit their films to the MQF. By Christmas, Q 
would have a fair idea of how the film program for the following year would 
look. At the same time, Q would also look out for local LGBTQIA+ artists or 
performers who could be invited to the festival. In mid-January, Q would 
begin the process of finalizing the film program, signing screening contracts, 
formally inviting guests etc. In late February, she would deliver the festival 
program to Panora, who would then advertise the festival on their website and 
at the cinema.  

Once the festival program was published, Q would focus on ensuring that 
the films were delivered to the cinema to be test run at least once before the 
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festival. Come April, it was festival time. The festival would take place over 
either one or two days at the cinema. Some of the films would be followed by 
discussions with the filmmakers and other invited guests. Q would manage 
much of what went on during the festival. Occasionally, some other people 
pitched in to help, but for the most part, the MQF had been a one-person show. 

By 2015, MQF had become a popular event in Malmö. It was particularly 
appreciated by the festival goers for the quality of films it screened. Despite 
Q not putting much effort into publicizing the event, LGBTQIA+ persons and 
other film enthusiasts from Malmö, Lund, Copenhagen and other nearby areas 
would come to watch the films and participate in the festival. In many ways, 
MQF became the kick-off for LGBTQIA+ spring activities in Malmö.  

It was around this time that Q started to seek out others to participate more 
formally in the MQF organization. The motivation to include others in this 
process was that Q wanted the organization of MQF to become more repre-
sentative of the people it was portraying through the films it was screening. In 
2016, Q invited several people who were regular festival visitors and a part of 
LGBTQIA+ activists in the city to be a part of the MQF organization. Sud-
denly, MQF had six new faces (including mine), none of whom had any ex-
perience in organizing a film festival.  

Having new people within the festival organization meant several things. 
Just as Q had intended, the MQF organization, in one fell swoop, became more 
diverse and representative. The new people inducted into the festival organi-
zation included LGBTQIA+ film-makers and activists who had been working 
in Malmö and its neighbouring regions for several years. The presence of new 
people also infused a sense of freshness and dynamism to the organization. 
Since there were more people, more could potentially be done with the festi-
val. Simply increasing the number of hands doing the work, however, was not 
enough to raise the ambition level. Everyone had ideas. But as the process 
progressed, I became increasingly aware of how the group did not have the 
adequate experience, resources or the time to implement those ideas. The new 
group soon found itself engulfed in discussions that centred on cutting down 
some of their own ambitious plans and prioritizing the most important tasks. 
For Q, what used to be a simple and straightforward affair, that she had be-
come extremely proficient in handling over the years, became a complicated 
and stressful process. 

Roots of Inclusivity 
In a previous chapter (Chapter 3), I explained that the suggested meaning of 
“queer”, analysed through the textual material produced by the MQF festival 
to represent itself was engagement with body politics. I had also discussed that 
this suggested meaning of “queer”, which performs the function of a master-
signifier, is also a repository of norms and values which are central to the film 
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festival. The main suggestion made by the understanding of “queer” at MQF is 
that bodies are not simply personal, but are subject to forces of control and 
power through society. From the standpoint of a resistance to control, individ-
uals engage in body politics by an active recognition of the operations of power 
on people whose bodies are marked as inferior and those who are excluded, 
marginalized or threatened from the mainstream of society through a denial of 
rights to control their own bodies (Brown and Gershon 2017; Waylen 2013). 

The most important norm through which “queer” was interpreted and ma-
terialized within the MQF festival organization was “inclusivity”. Ideologi-
cally, recognition of inclusion and exclusion of bodies in specific discourses 
of marginalization was one of the main ways through which the MQF organ-
ization attempted to understand itself. In its everyday operations, the members 
of the MQF organization attempted to establish and work with creating prac-
tices of inclusion which could undo the workings of power on bodies.  

The fact that inclusivity became a guiding norm of the MQF festival organ-
ization was not something that emerged suddenly, when the new organization 
was put together. Its roots were always present in Q’s founding vision for the 
festival. As a festival programmer, Q was interested in looking for films where 
LGBTQIA+ issues could be articulated in solidarity with other social and po-
litical struggles. Her attempt at expanding and diversifying the MQF organi-
zation had the same objective. In our conversations, she often referred to this 
vision as intersectionality. 

The term intersectionality was first coined in 1989 (and further elaborated 
in 1991) by Black feminist scholar, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw who is also 
known as one of the founders of Critical Race Theory in the US legal acad-
emy. Crenshaw placed Black women at the centre of her analysis to show how 
the intersection of race and sex renders Black women’s experiences invisible 
within the doctrinal definitions of discrimination (Carastathis, 2016). In order 
to show this, Crenshaw (1989) used the metaphor of discrimination as traffic 
at a four-way intersection which moves in all directions. The cars that travel 
from all four directions signify the various forms of discrimination which can 
collide and cause an “accident” at the intersection (p. 149). She then wrote, “if 
a Black woman is harmed because she is [at] an intersection, her injury could 
result from sex discrimination or race discrimination.” (p. 149). For Crenshaw, 
discrimination faced by Black women at the intersection gender and race is 
“greater than the sum of racism and sexism” (p. 140). Following Crenshaw, 
intersectionality became a well-accepted concept both amongst activists and 
academics, and has been celebrated as a methodological triumph over previ-
ous essentialist and exclusionary approaches to theorizing identity and power 
relations (Hancock 2016; Carastathis 2016).  

Although the term intersectionality came up several times during our con-
versations, it was seldom explained. When I prompted Q to elucidate what the 
concept meant for the festival, she responded by giving me a somewhat elab-
orate and abstract explanation.  
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“To have a film festival that screens films about lesbians and gays and then 
every other year we have a film about bi-sexuality or a couple of trans film, I 
think that is totally boring because that is something we know,” she said and 
added, “while programming for the MQF, I am interested in that which we do 
not know”.31  

I asked her to explain what it was that she thought that “we” did not know. 
In response to my question, she said, “what happens when someone is immi-
grant and trans, if someone is disabled and queer? That is what we don’t know 
and I am interested in knowing. I am always interested in intersectionality.” 

In light of this explanation, I understood that Q’s use of the term intersec-
tionality was akin to the way it was theorized by Crenshaw, except that Q did 
not place a particular identity group at the centre of this intersection. Instead, 
intersectionality was to be read in the context of inclusivity of all “queer” bod-
ies. Anyone could be the victim by accident of the multiple forms of discrim-
ination headed in their direction.  

An example of how intersectionality worked as a compelling principle at 
the MQF was Q’s choice to work on specific themes which did not have a 
central place in broader LGBTQIA+ debates in Sweden. For example, the 
theme of the 2017 festival was issues of (in)accessibility and LGBTQIA+ 
identities. The theme was inspired by a film that she watched at the Hamburg 
Queer Film Festival in 2015, Yes, We Fuck! (Antonio Centeno and Raúl de la 
Morena, 2015), a Spanish documentary about sexual desires of persons with 
disabilities. The film was first screened at the Hamburg International Queer 
Film Festival in 2015 and subsequently featured at the BFI Flare Festival in 
London in 2016. The film created an interesting discussion around what con-
stitutes queerness in European queer film festivals since it primarily featured 
heterosexual people engaging in heterosexual sex. Q saw Yes, We Fuck and 
Margarita with a Straw (Shonali Bose, 2014), another queer film about disa-
bility at Hamburg and inspired Q to suggest the theme of ‘Accessibilities of 
Culture and LGBTQ+ identities’ in 2016 for the following MQF. 

When the MQF organization expanded in 2017, Q’s enthusiasm about con-
tinuing with themes for the festival which have an intersectional focus seemed 
to transfer to the rest of the organizing group. Since the other organizers of 
MQF had been invited by Q, one can assume that she would have considered 
whether they would buy into the logics of intersectionality before inviting 
them to join. Once the new members were in the group, they always seemed 
to appreciate and embrace the intersectional focus of the MQF. A testament 
to this was that the intersectional focus of the festival remained with the theme 
of ‘Class and Activism’ even in 2018 with the expanded MQF organization. 

 

 
31 It was unclear to me who Q was referring to in her use of the word, “we”. My own assumption 
was that it was used to refer to the norm-conforming society.  
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Yes, We Fuck! (2015) 
Director: Antonio Centeno and Raúl de la Morena 
Spain 

Yes, We Fuck! is a Spanish documentary made by Antonio Centeno and Raúl de 
la Morena about the sexual desires of functionally diverse persons. The film 
opens with the story of Miriam Ballesi, a crip artist who works with the theme 
of sexuality. In her colourful studio in Barcelona, tables are set up at a low height 
so that she can work easily while sitting in her wheelchair. “Sex is something 
natural, something that shapes us and conforms us.” Smearing white paint onto 
a sculpture that resembles a breast, she says, “I find it difficult to integrate sex-
uality in my work because people’s reaction to me always is ‘what are you doing 
in this field?”.  

As the film progresses, we see a gushing workshop in Madrid called Orgasm! 
The organizer Merxte, talks about the need for this workshop. “Gushing has 
been stigmatized and women’s pleasure has been made invisible in society.” 
Merxte’s workshop received a lot of interest from disable persons who were 
then invited to participate. 

The film also follows the work of Urko and Majo, two young non-binary 
artists who work with sexualizing the entire body. Urko and Majo resist being 
identified as either male or female.  A plunger.  Clothes pegs and panties. A 
vibrating dildo. Toys. A scratcher. Some decoration. A feather duster. Stuff to 
poke. A small ball.  These are the things that Urko and Majo are packing for 
their post-pornographic performance with disabled persons. The room is now 
filled with more than fifteen persons. With their eyes closed they follow instruc-
tions given by Urko. “There is always a degree of fear in sex but not now. Now, 
we breathe. We touch.  It is not my body. All the hands. All the bodies. Caresses, 
rubbing, whispers, laughter.  All the holes where we can squeeze. No rush. We 
let our clothes be taken off, softly.” 

In this manner, the film follows the stories of its six functionally diverse pro-
tagonists who share their experiences around their sexual lives. Sitting down for 
an interview in front of the camera, as well as discussing sex with others in a 
group, these people describe the various ways in which they like to imagine and 
experience sex. The filmmakers also interview the parents and relatives of dis-
abled persons who describe the various problems, stigmas and legal struggles 
they confront with regard to the sexual life of the disabled persons they are re-
sponsible for.   

 Yes, We Fuck! is a fascinating narrative about how disabled people are as 
sexual as any able bodied person; the fact that they are considered as outsider to 
the sexual economy is an example of the hegemonic workings of a heteronor-
mative society. The forms of discrimination faced by people with disabilities 
resonate closely with the way LGBTQIA+ persons traditionally suffered dis-
crimination in society. 
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The Flat Organization 
A few months after the MQF 2017, I sat down for an interview with Tio, a 
trans-activist and a visual artist from Malmö. Tio had been attending the MQF 
since 2013. In 2016, Tio helped out Q through volunteering for the festival 
and in 2017 became a committed member of the organizational group. Even 
though at the time of our interview, Tio and I had met on several occasions, 
they came across as a very shy person. I was honestly surprised when Tio 
consented to be a part of the interview on my first request. When I asked for 
a location to meet for the interview, they suggested Simpan – an old, almost 
run down, café on Simrishamnsgatan, a lively market place and residential 
street in Malmö.  

When I arrived at the café, Tio was already waiting for me outside. As we 
stepped in and went to the counter to ordered ourselves a coffee, I was taken 
in by the old-school charm of the cafe. I could sense that despite being an 
awkwardly loud location (and hence a difficult and unsuitable place to conduct 
an interview), Tio was feeling more comfortable in that space than they had 
ever seemed before.  

We soon sat down at the only vacant table available in the café and Tio was 
quite comfortable sharing experiences about the festival with me. Even as I 
strained to listen to what they were saying in a diminutive voice, I was happy 
that Tio was speaking openly about the festival work. When I asked Tio to tell 
me more about how the group worked to organize the festival, I started to get 
a sense of how the norm of inclusivity played out in the festival organization. 

 “How do you divide your work within the group?” I asked Tio.  
“Actually, we don’t do that,” Tio replied, to my surprise.  
I probed further, “But doesn’t that create a lot of trouble in the group?”  
“Maybe we should do that [divide work], a little more because right now it 

isn’t really organized,” Tio replied, “It’s a bit hard but I think we all need to 
have the power to choose our work ourselves because that makes you feel like 
you can do it well. I think we all want to have it flat.” 

“To have it flat” is a reference to the fact that there were no recognized 
hierarchies within the group. When MQF organizers, such as Tio, described 
themselves as a “flat organization”, they meant that every member of the or-
ganizational group had an equal say in every decision-making process of the 
festival.  Even though Q was the founder of the festival, it did not mean that 
she was the leader of the organization. The complication was that despite this 
desire to work within a “flat organization”, the only experienced organizer 
within the group was Q. Other members of the group had little or no experi-
ence in organizing a film festival. Some of the group members were frustrated 
at not having enough competence and experience to complete the tasks they 
were expected to do. Others remained exasperated with the inability of some 
within the group to contribute in a timely way to the festival organization. Not 
that there were any lines drawn in the sand within the group – such as those 
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who worked, and those who did not – these frustrations were often based on 
who was more involved in the festival work at a particular moment in time.  

The Production of Inclusivity 
The expanded and inclusive MQF organization had remarkable consequences, 
especially from the perspective of activism. While the new organizers were 
not experienced in organizing or curating a film festival, many of them were 
seasoned activists. One of the most illustrative examples of how the presence 
of new organizers, most of whom had hands on experience with activism, 
helped the MQF was the work done by the festival around accessibility. A 
particular member of the new organization, Freja, who was a person with a 
disability, had an influential role in making the other members of the group 
develop their thinking around the issue of accessibility.  

Freja lived in a small town located 100 kilometres away from Malmö. For 
Freja, who used a wheelchair, travelling to the organizational meetings was 
one of the challenging aspects of participating in the MQF. Although the 
group was always conscious of selecting an accessible space as the venue for 
the meeting, I could not fail to notice that negotiating the city and its spaces 
was tiresome for Freja. One of the main problems was figuring out the direc-
tions and then navigating one’s way through the city. Freja would always need 
to rely on the support of one of the other organizers to pick them up from the 
train station and bring them to the meeting location. In the evenings, travelling 
in a crowded bus with a bulky wheelchair was not always a comfortable ride. 
Wheeling down from the bus station to the meeting office which was at a dis-
tance of almost six kilometres would put a considerable strain on their body. 
Once at the venue, trying to fit themselves in and out of a small elevator was 
a complex puzzle to be solved. By the time the meeting was over, everyone 
could see that Freja was in a significant amount of pain, and not looking for-
ward to making the journey back home. But despite this discomfort, Freja was 
one of the most regular attendees of the MQF organizational meetings and 
worked extremely hard for the festival in 2017 and 2018. 

Freja implored the group to not only think about the MQF but also raise the 
issue of lack of access at large. Freja shared with me their experience of at-
tending a feminist film festival in Malmö a few weeks into planning for the 
MQF 2017 and how she found the event to be completely inaccessible for 
persons with disabilities. Freja then went back to the MQF group and asked 
the other organizers to get involved in bringing this issue up. The MQF organ-
izers then met up with the organizers of the feminist film festival and spoke to 
them about the issues with their festival. “We talked to them about disability 
and what accessibility can mean,” Freja told me. After this meeting, the MQF 
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organizers put out a public announcement regarding the issue of inaccessibil-
ity and LGBTQIA+ events. The following is an abridged and translated ex-
tract from the press statement that the MQF organizers released to the press: 

 
This year, the Malmö Queer Film Festival raises questions about availability – 
or rather lack of accessibility. Just as queers still have difficulty accessing the 
normative mainstream society, it is often difficult and sometimes even impos-
sible for people with norm-breaking functionality, body or way of thinking, 
feeling and being, to access public spaces: to enter a club room where there are 
several steps at the entrance, to enter a queer club when appearance standards 
regulate the desired audience or simply to watch a movie in a cinema. 

We understand now, after months of work on organizing MQF from an ac-
cessibility perspective, that full accessibility for everyone is a utopia. But we 
do not give up! We do not accept that people are denied access to culture, either 
as consumers or producers, just because it is difficult to organize! And it is we 
as cultural organizers, we as queer activists and, in particular, we with func-
tional privileges who have a responsibility to increase accessibility. We want 
and must fight together for accessibility for as many people as possible. 

It's important to build the spirit of solidarity between Queer and Crip cul-
tures by remembering that the battles for visibility and equality come in many 
forms and shapes! 

 
The series of events leading up to this press statement, as described by Freja, 
is exceptional in my material. It is the only documentation I have of either of 
the queer film festivals in Sweden practicing explicitly activist work, or in 
other words, macro-activism  

Another way in which Freja’s presence impacted the MQF 2017 was that 
festival organizers were compelled to think about the accessibility of their own 
screenings. In addition to participating in the process of finding films on the 
subject of lack of access, Freja also asked about the accessibility of the MQF 
itself. This included ensuring that persons with disabilities could not only ac-
cess the cinema where the films are screened, but also felt secure in the envi-
ronment that MQF had created. When this issue was raised in the organiza-
tional group, it was found that Panora, the cinema where MQF screenings took 
place had only one accessible screening hall. Taking on board Freja’s sugges-
tions, the group decided to limit its screenings to that one hall.  

The decisions taken by the group regarding making MQF an accessible fes-
tival were not limited to the selection of the screening hall alone. The organ-
izers also arranged for resources to hire Swedish sign language translators for 
the opening of the festival, as well as several of its discussions and perfor-
mances. The group sought out films with audio descriptions for the visually 
impaired, as well as captioned versions with interpretive text for its program. 
The organizers also produced an explanatory text for the program which em-
phasized the need for the LGBTQIA+ persons to think about issues of access 
and the way in which MQF was going to create an accessible film festival. 
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Along with adopting changes which facilitated the screening process, the 
MQF 2017 featured an ingenious addition -- a silent corner. During the dis-
cussions within the MQF organizational group, Freja pointed out that one of 
the biggest deterrents for many neurodiverse people against visiting events 
such as film festivals was the “sensory overload” that they were compelled to 
undergo during these events. What Freja meant by sensory overload was that 
festival spaces were often crowded and noisy. At a film screening, there is 
exposure to bright and flickering images on the screen. Neurodiverse persons 
occasionally became overwhelmed by the level of noise and visual stimuli 
because they have no control over the environment of the festival. In order to 
overcome this specific issue, the group decided to isolate an area of the foyer 
at the cinema and convert it into a silent corner. 

The person responsible for ensuring that this silent corner was put in place 
was Oliver, an exuberant film-student who had also joined the group in 2017. 
Oliver had experience working as a volunteer at the Swedish Association for 
Sexuality Education (Riksförbundet för Sexuell Upplysning/RFSU) for over 
twelve years. An attentive listener, Oliver also had the knack of bringing new 
and challenging ideas to the organizational group.  

When I visited Panora for the opening of MQF 2017, I stopped to observe 
the noise in the room created by the chatter of people waiting for the screen-
ings to begin. I also saw that two festival organizers coordinated the space to 
make sure that the way to the elevator straight ahead from the entrance down 
to the ticketing counter remained clear for persons who needed to use it. At 
some distance from where the crowd had gathered, I noticed a small space 
cordoned off with decorated cardboards doubling up as makeshift walls with 
a sign that read — Silent Corner. A large couch was placed behind the card-
boards and the lights in that part of the cinema were dimmed. Oliver was hov-
ering around the area, ensuring that the silent corner was comfortable for those 
who would use it. It was one of the most accessible film festival spaces that I 
have visited, not only during my research but in general.  

Another gleaming example of how inclusivity facilitated the festival organ-
ization is through films like An unusually ordinary day (Näslund, 2016) that 
were incorporated in the festival program (Image 19). This film is not on the 
subject of gender and sexuality but questions the normative assumptions of 
society regarding persons with disabilities. 

Some of these changes to the MQF slowed down the organizational process 
but Q and other organizers saw this as an opportunity to reflect upon their own 
privilege in society. During an interview with Q after the CQF 2017, I asked 
her to specifically reflect on the new organization. One of the things she told 
me in response to my question was that the new organization brought in new 
perspectives which she could not have thought about on her own. She also 
exemplified the problems of access faced by persons with disabilities when 
they try to attend a film festival as one of the main things she learnt from the 
new perspectives in the group. The change in the organizational pace by taking 
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these specific decisions and expanding the scope of MQF were perceived by 
the festival organizers as a part of the process of embracing inclusivity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negotiating Inclusivity 
During my fieldwork in Malmö in 2017 and 2018, I observed that the MQF 
organizers periodically broached fundamental questions about the MQF. Most 
often, these sorts of questions were taken up at the beginning of a new cycle 
of the festival. These meetings were an excellent opportunity for me to under-
stand what each of the members thought about the festival, how their views 

An Unusually Ordinary Day (2016)  
(Original Title: En Sällsynt Vanlig Dag) 
Director: Helen Näslund, 2016 
Sweden 

An unusually ordinary day examines various events unfolding through an or-
dinary day where what is ordinary has been turned on its head. The norm infact 
becomes unusual and what is unusual is the norm. How do we then respond to 
that which we are not used to? A young girl awaits a surgery to remove her 
arms so she may fit in with the world. Another young woman who is shown 
eating a salad with a fork and a knife is lauded by a person in a wheelchair for 
being able to accomplish the task so easily inspite of having her limbs intact. 
Perhaps the most poignant part of the film is when a couple expecting a child 
decide to abort because the child coming will have no functional variations. 
How can they bring a child into the world who has nothing unique and will 
end up being boring? Such a life won’t be worth living.  

In this 18-minute-long film, what director Helen Näslund really explores is 
peoples fear and the lengths that they are willing to go in order to fit in. In an 
interview given to Nöjesguiden, Näslund says that we as a society are con-
stantly trying to normalize everything and everyone. Many who lack a limb 
would try and get a prosthetic, just because it is expected of them, even if it 
might actually hinder their functionality.  

Apart from three, all the thirty different actors in the film have some form 
of functional variation, and where selected for the film through an open call. 
Christina Malmberg, who has played an expecting mother with Downs Syn-
drome and is known for her performances as a singer at the Melodifestivalen, 
felt excited to play the role of a mother knowing that she herself would perhaps 
never be one. According to her, respecting people with functional variations or 
simply those who are different from you becomes that much more important 
and that is what makes this film relevant and exciting.  
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diverged from each other and in which ways they adopted a common agenda 
which they would pursue in the future.  

One representative discussion that I witnessed during my fieldwork at MQF 
was when the group debated what it meant to be a “queer film festival for 
Malmö”. This example is from the preparations for the 2018 festival and re-
flects the discussion within a group of members of the organizational group 
from 2017, who had decided to continue working with the festival. 

The meeting took place in a spacious living room of a rented apartment in 
central Malmö that belonged to one of the festival organizers. The seating ar-
rangement was relaxed: Tio was perched on a big red chair, sipping coffee 
while Freja sat in their wheelchair, next to Tio. Oliver was sitting on the floor, 
across from Q, who was comfortably seated on a couch. I sat on a bean bag 
besides Q.  

Tio was first to broach the topic. “Since our group is changing, I think we 
need to discuss what it means for us to be a queer film festival,” they an-
nounced. This remark triggered smiles on the faces of others in the room. It 
was obvious that everyone had a response. Freja was the first one to bite. 
“What do you mean when you ask this question?” Freja asked Tio who re-
sponded by saying, “I think we should discuss the future of the festival.” Oli-
ver, who looked the most eager to join the conversation chipped in, “we should 
ask what should the MQF look like” and added a list of other questions. “What 
are the conditions in our community?” “Who are our audiences?” “What are 
the hot topics we want to screen films on?”  

Q, responded to Oliver by saying that she was concerned that the focus of 
the festival program was primarily North American and Western European. 
She wanted the festival to be more representative by finding films from all 
regions and continents. As the founder of MQF, Q’s response directed the 
conversation towards particular ways in which the festival needed to change. 

Tio sounded a bit pessimistic about Q’s suggestion and said, “we have tried 
to do that in the past, but it doesn’t always work out, right?” Q asserted in 
response, “I think we should keep trying and this idea should always be with 
all of us when we discuss the films for MQF.”  Tio’s comment suggested that 
they might have been interested in a different approach, however, Q’s re-
sponse re-asserted control over the discussion about ethnic representation. 

“I agree with representing all regions, but I also think we should represent 
different groups within the HGBTQIA+ community,” Tio replied. This redi-
rection towards of the discussion to sexual and gender identities represented 
at the festival showed that for Tio, the concept of inclusion at the MQF needed 
to primarily be about LGBTQIA+ persons.  

Freja seemed to share a similar feeling with Tio and asked “Can we try to 
list who we want to represent?” And so, everyone present set about drafting 
an exhaustive list of identities.  
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“Intersexuals, homosexual men and women, bögar och flator,32 bisexual 
men and women, transsexuals, trans*persons, non-binaries, genderqueers, 
queers, asexual (I am sure that I have forgotten many),” read the minutes of 
this meeting circulated by Q after the meeting.  

Once everyone ran out of identities to represent, Oliver balanced out Q’s 
original suggestion and said “But this is not just about identities.” Q agreed 
with Oliver and added, “I think we also need to make sure that the films are 
not just about white people, or Christian seculars.” Oliver then suggested an-
other addition, “I think we also need to talk about the migration experience. It 
is really important to discuss this in Sweden right now.”  

For MQF organizers, making lists of what the MQF represented was an act 
that emphasized their ambition of promoting inclusivity, particularly through 
the films they screen at the MQF. The exchange also highlighted how inclu-
sivity gained traction within the organizational group and explained the vari-
ous practices they were engaging in within their own group to promote this 
norm. Although inclusivity helped the MQF introduce new ideas within the 
festival organization, there were ample situations where the ambition to be 
inclusive began to override other values that a film festival strives to achieve. 

The Cost of Inclusivity 
Privileging the norm of inclusivity helped the MQF to come up with some 
meaningful interventions within the festival process, but on occasions, it also 
impeded the festival. One particular situation where inclusivity hindered the 
MQF organization was when the festival organizers were under pressure to 
make swift decisions. I recall one of the scenes that I witnessed during an 
MQF organizational meeting that took place in middle of February 2018.  

On this particular evening, the mood in the meeting room was as dismal as 
the gloomy, rainy weather outside. The group was approaching an important 
deadline. Panora puts out its schedule two months ahead of every film screen-
ing. It expected to receive the schedule by late February, a week away. This 
impending deadline made Q very anxious since the group had not been able 
to finalize what films to screen in 2018. There were several reasons for this 
delay. One of them was the specific theme of the festival in 2018 – Class and 
Activism. The organizers were having difficulties finding appropriate films to 
speak to this theme. The other issue was that few organization members were 
able to find time to complete the task of watching films and giving their opin-
ions on whether those films could be included in the festival program. 

 
32 bögar and flator are originally derogatory terms in Swedish used for gay and lesbian persons. 
The terms have been appropriated by the LGBTQIA+ persons for self-representation. 
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One member of the group (who I prefer not to name) was travelling outside 
of Malmö on the day of the meeting and phoned in to join the discussions. 
When the meeting began, Q stressed upon the group to act with urgency.  

“Ok guys, I am going to be very blunt about our situation here. We need to 
deliver a program to Panora by next week, which means that we need to decide 
everything before then and freeze our program.”  

The discussion went smoothly until it came to the Regional Short Film Pro-
gram. Freja, who was present for this meeting told the group, “some of us have 
already seen all the submissions to our call this year, but most of them are not 
the kind of films we want to screen.”  

Q replied, “Yes, I agree – I only thought that two of those films can be 
screened. But this means that we will not have enough films to make a com-
plete program.”  

The organizational member who had been listening into this conversation 
over the phone said, “We had discussed going through the film collection pro-
duced at the regional film school for this section,” and informed everyone, 
“I’ve now picked up the DVDs and we can select something from there.”  

Q asked the person, “Have you managed to find something interesting?”  
“No,” said the person, “I haven’t watched any of them yet. I was hoping 

we could all watch them together when I return to Malmö this weekend.” 
Q’s face turned noticeably pale. Maintaining her composure, she asked, 

“How many films are there?” 
“I have six DVDs with me,” replied the person, “and I think each of them 

has about fifty films.” 
Q’s face had turned expressionless. She later told me that she found the 

suggestion completely unfeasible, given the deadline looming over the com-
mittee to finalize the program. Yet, she tried to handle the situation politely 
by remarking, “I think you should go ahead with the plan and let me know if 
you find something.” This was another way of Q telling the person, “do it 
yourself”.  

In the end, no one ever came around to watching that batch of films. The 
members of the group who were available took a call on the film program and 
delivered it to Panora by the deadline.  

Q’s response to the incident with the organizer who suggested that the 
group get together to watch three hundred films a week before the program 
deadline, is an example of how difficult situations at MQF were simply 
avoided or deflected. Later in the chapter, I will elaborate how complex situ-
ations appeared as an outcome of an overzealous ambition towards inclusivity, 
however, at this point it is important to remark that the issue of avoidance was 
not simply a personality trait of Q or the members of the group. Instead, the 
embracing of inclusivity as a norm created situations within the MQF organi-
zation which required constant negotiation – which the group struggled to 
cope with.  
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Skadi Loist (2011) has pointed towards several problems faced by queer 
film festivals in their organizational work, which go unnoticed because of the 
perception that film festivals are glamourous events. She argues that queer 
film festival organizations perform “precarious cultural work” (p. 268). In her 
research on two queer film festivals in Hamburg, Germany, she found that 
unlike bigger film festivals such as the Berlin International Film Festival, 
smaller queer film festivals often operated without much support from the lo-
cal government and mostly relied on the assistance provided by their local 
communities. Festival workers were often employed at meagre salaries or per-
formed free and voluntary labour. 

MQF was no exception to “precarious cultural work”. The festival had neg-
ligible financial resources. It largely relied on screening films which could be 
sourced without having to purchase expensive film rights. Add to this mélange 
the specific thematic (such as disability or class) that the MQF tried to organ-
ize its program around. The pool of films from which it had to choose from 
was severely limited. Coming up with a film program that works within these 
limitations and satisfying their desire to have the most inclusive program pos-
sible is a project that on occasions had an encumbering effect on the MQF. 

A typical example of how these conditions combined with the norm of in-
clusiveness begin to determine the festival organization is of films that find 
their way into a festival program, not because they are good cinema, but be-
cause they ‘fit the bill’ of films to screen. An example is PAISA, a 7.5-minute 
short film by an American musician, Dorian Wood. In context of the MQF, 
getting a film like PAISA is like striking gold. It got selected for the MQF 
because it fits the inclusive agenda of the MQF. According to the film-maker, 
the film is anti-transphobia, anti-racial discrimination, promotes body positiv-
ity and it provides a somewhat docile statement on what a social group that 
identifies as ‘queer’, ‘trans’ or ‘non-binary’ should look like. But it is not – in 
my perception – a film that would have been screened at a less ideologically 
constrained film festival. 
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On some occasions, inclusivity appeared more as a project that impeded the 
functioning of the festival organization, rather than facilitating an inclusion of 
marginalized voices at the festival. Certain enactments of inclusivity at the 
festival were taken to the extreme, such that they began to hamper the very 
processes they aimed to facilitate. 

In 2018, I witnessed an illustrative example of how an overzealous striving 
for inclusiveness impeded the cohesive functioning of the MQF organization. 
This particular incident took place when Q sent an email to a group of six 

PAISA (2019)  
Director: Dorian Wood and Graham Kolbeins 
Spain 

Described by the director, Dorian Wood as an immersive- fever-dream that 
celebrates the beauty of queer brown sensuality, the film begins with sounds 
of gushing water and chirping birds reverberate in the background as the title, 
PAISA (which is never explained) appears on the screen. The visual on screen 
is a moving shot of a desert scrub forest. A stocky person of unidentifiable 
gender, with short hair, wearing a shabby beige long dress and rubber flip-
flops is lying across a dusty dry path. This person gets up and begins treading 
slowly away from the camera, along the path. The person’s back, which was 
on the ground moments ago, is smeared in dust. In the next shot, the person’s 
dress is stuck in a branch of a tree, revealing their bulky, naked posterior. The 
person’s hands quiver slightly as they touch their thighs and buttocks. The next 
sequence is of a young, well-built Latino male with tattoos on his chest, sleep-
ing on the forest floor. A voice-over begins narrating a poem about the natural 
desire to make love. Next, the tattooed man is seen crawling and hugging 
branches of a tree. In another shot, the person who was smeared in dust lifts 
up their gown to urinate in full view of the camera. The audience can see urine 
trickle out of what is either an unusually small penis, or inter-sex genitalia. A 
narrator’s voice says, “When I was a kid, I fantasized about this moment - what 
would it be like to give myself to someone, like a warrior?”  

The scene changes to an urban setting. A young, slim person with a mo-
hawk, tattoos and piercings in their nose walks towards a house. An obese per-
son opens the door. The two begin kissing and undressing each other. At the 
end of this sequence, the obese person is lying undressed in a bathtub day-
dreaming about being in a forest with a group of other trans and non-binary 
persons of colour, singing a Spanish song titled, Escazu, an indigenous south 
American word meaning ‘a rock to rest on’. The song is interspersed with 
scenes of people from the group kissing and making out by fondling each other 
at various locations.  The film ends with the non-binary person lying in bed 
alone, leaving the viewers with the feeling that everything had been a dream.   
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persons, proposing a workshop to discuss the festival preparations for MQF 
2019, accompanied by a pot-luck lunch. The contents of the email were cau-
tiously phrased “to keep the stress levels low, we can make a vote on the spot 
about which film we should see” and it received a positive response from oth-
ers regarding Q’s proposal to meet. Then, the discussion on the email thread 
turned towards the menu of the pot-luck lunch. One person offered to bring a 
pie. Another person said they do not like to eat “soy chickpeas” and “raw on-
ions” and then asked if the food should be vegan. In response, someone again 
asked if the food should be vegan. Another person asked for suggestions on 
what drinks or snacks to bring. Q responded to these questions by compiling 
a list of what was ok to bring and what was to be excluded (soy, peanuts, 
chickpeas, raw onions) from the menu. As if there wasn’t enough going on 
already, the naivete of yours truly had to add fuel to a raging fire. I offered to 
bring wine to the meet up. A few people responded to my suggestion by saying 
that they would like alcohol free drinks. One seemingly upset group member 
then requested for all the food to be vegan and all the drinks to be alcohol free. 
The person who had initially suggested to bake a pie then wrote back saying 
they would bring home-made vegan cookies. By this time, the discussion had 
been going over six days and twenty emails. The icing on the cake was the last 
email which read, “Hi again, everyone! I also wonder, which chips are best? 
And does “good and mixed” (gott och blandat) work?”  

The point of this example is not to be inconsiderate to people’s dietary re-
quirements or ideological beliefs but to show how things which would nor-
mally be considered inconsequential to organizing a queer film festival can 
end up taking over from the work required to be done. Even mundane tasks 
like putting together a lunch meeting, on a few occasions, involved detailed 
deliberations that needed to satisfy not only what people required themselves, 
but dictated how the group should behave. These situations arose when incon-
sequential subjects were discussed to the extent that overshadowed more im-
portant topics. The problem with inclusivity became that some festival organ-
izers ended up being dissatisfied every time their idealized notion of the MQF 
as an inclusive organization was not satisfied. 

 
In the fall of 2018, the MQF once again began preparations for the festival in 
2019. A few weeks into the initial preparations I spoke with Q who told me 
that several members of the MQF organizational group from the previous year 
would not be working towards MQF 2019. I was disappointed to hear about 
some of the members leaving the organizational group, especially Freja who 
I considered as one of the most committed organizers over the previous two 
years. 

I was not the only one who was disappointed to hear that Freja was leaving 
the group. Q told me that she had always hoped that many new organization 
members could continue in the MQF for a long time. She confided that she 
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felt that MQF would lose an important member with Freja leaving the group, 
someone whose voice she particularly appreciated. 

A few weeks later, I managed to interview Freja to understand the circum-
stance of their decision and whether it was a purely personal matter. During 
this interview, I understood that Freja’s concern for their own health and well-
being was an important reason because of which they decided to leave MQF, 
but it was not the only one. 

“When I left the MQF I told the group that I was burnt out. But honestly, it 
was also that the environment in the group was difficult to negotiate,” Freja 
remarked while talking about the experience of working with the MQF.  

“How so?” I probed further, 
Freja replied, “I think a lot of my energy was lost in communication. You 

know for a non-neurotypical person like me, email doesn’t work. It is too 
much information. I wanted the group to find non-neurotypical ways of com-
municating.”  

I was surprised at this remark because I was aware of a significant discus-
sion and decision making within the group about accessibility. I asked Freja 
if they tried to communicate this to the group. 

Freja explained, “I talked to the group several times about this problem. I 
told them that when you write an email you need to mention what that email 
is about. And be conscious that you do not put ten different things in one email. 
Initially, it worked for about a month or so. But then it was back to the norm. 
No one actually had the energy to sustain this way of communicating. Even-
tually I just gave up!”   

Once again, I found that Freja was too polite to converse with the group in 
order to avoid hurting their feelings about the reasons for leaving the MQF 
organization. 

Inclusivity as a Fantasy 
In a previous chapter (Chapter 3) I discussed how “queer” is constructed as a 
master-signifier (or a nodal point) that performs an ideological function in es-
tablishing the queer film festival as a discourse. In that discussion I had also 
explained the Lacanian argument, that in order to sustain itself as a hegemonic 
nodal-point, “queer” needs to provide access to the lost enjoyment (jouis-
sance), which is not to be equated with pleasure, but is a theoretical concept 
that refers to the unconscious desires of a subject. In political discourses, the 
loss of enjoyment is often ascribed to “an outsider who has stolen it”. Based 
on the analysis of the textual material, I had argued that at the MQF, the enemy 
responsible for the loss of enjoyment is the “privileged self”, and in order to 
access the enjoyment, the subject has to undergo a process of catharsis which 
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involves a recognition of one’s own privilege which contribute to the exclu-
sion of marginalized positions in society – or in other words, the catharsis 
takes place through a performance of inclusivity.  

In this section, I further develop this framework to analyse the sustained 
ideological performance of inclusivity within the MQF organization that I 
have discussed at length in chapter. In order to nuance this argument further, 
I introduce another concept: fantasy. 

In the Lacanian ontology of enjoyment, fantasy is understood as the frame 
which structures the subject’s enjoyment (Glynos & Howarth, 2007). In other 
words, a subject’s mode of enjoyment is accessed through an engagement with 
a fantasy. It is worth stating that much as the concept of enjoyment cannot be 
equated with pleasure, fantasy should not be thought of as an illusion. Instead 
of thinking about fantasies as being opposed to reality, one must conceptualize 
them as constituting reality. They are always in a dynamic interplay with so-
cial life and arise from unresolved relations between the subject and other 
people (Kulick, 2014). Developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky ([1933] 
1967) articulates a similar account that posits fantasy as between desire and 
reality in imaginative play of children. According to Vygotsky a child invents 
fantasy to be able to deal with situations where its desires are not instantly 
gratified. 

As a category of political analysis, fantasy furnishes the means to account 
for the grip of an existing social practice (Glynos & Howarth, 2007). In other 
words, fantasy provides an explanation as to why subjects cling to ideologies 
even when to do so is clearly against their interests (Wardle, 2016). Glynos 
and Howarth (2007), for example, use the logic of fantasy to account for the 
operation and sustenance of racist ideologies such as apartheid discourse 
which held the ‘whites’ in its sway. Wardle (2016) uses the concept of fantasy 
to explain the continuation of hierarchical social relations created and main-
tained by the ideological discourses such as Judeo-Christian scriptures.  

An examination of the logics of fantasy provides an insightful framework 
to understand how the norm of inclusivity “gripped” the MQF organizers, as 
well as, how their ideological engrossment with inclusivity facilitated and im-
peded the practice of (micro and macro) activism. At the most apparent level, 
it was obvious within the MQF organization that inclusivity was highly desir-
able, and sought out by most members of the MQF organization. For Q, her 
articulation of intersectionality compelled her desire for the MQF to become 
a diverse and representative organization. Other organizers such as Tio and 
Freja had their own idealized notions of inclusivity which they tried to impress 
upon the organizational group. 

The rigid adherence to the fantasies which were structured around inclusiv-
ity played an important part in shaping the dominant responses of the group 
to issues such as inaccessibility, both within the festival, as well as outside the 
festival. Take for example the discussions around accessibility between the 
MQF organizers and the feminist film festival that they deemed inaccessible, 
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which was followed by a press release clarifying their own position on acces-
sibility. This sort of activist work fell outside the domain of a queer film fes-
tival, which under any circumstance is almost always overwhelmed with its 
own organizational tasks. It was the strength of their fantasies of achieving 
profound change through the festival that motivated the MQF organizers to 
engage in activism, not only at their own festival but also outside their festival. 

Inclusivity also pushed the limits of possibility within the MQF’s own or-
ganizational set up. One of the ways that it played out as an organizational 
fantasy was through the desire of establishing a “flat organization”. In his 
work on the ideological and political significance of fantasy in organization 
of work, Jason Glynos (2011) suggests that fantasies play a role not only in 
sustaining work place practices but also in sustaining relations of domination 
and exploitation, as well as processes of contestation and transformation. 
Viewed from this perspective, the “flat organization” argument was the mate-
rialization of an organizational fantasy that resisted the hierarchical structure 
of conventional organizations. Even though this fantasy was often pursued at 
the cost of swift decision making and organizational efficiency, it was struc-
tured around a horizontal understanding of inclusivity. In this specific organ-
izational fantasy, the principle of inclusion of all bodies in all discourses was 
valued above other merits such as leadership, skill, knowledge or experience. 
The contradiction with this position was that despite the repeated assertion of 
being a “flat organization”, it was my observation that all the organizational 
members privately treated Q as a figure of authority and sought her out to 
provide them with reassurances regarding their tasks. 

Since fantasy as a conceptual category cannot be reduced to an illusion or 
flight, knowledge of contradictions within subject’s desired positions, or the 
recognition on part of the subject that their activity involves chasing an illu-
sion, does not mean that participants of a fantasy will necessarily disengage 
with it. Kulick (2014) writes that a subject can identify with a fantasy in dif-
ferent ways and with different intensities and it is not necessary for these iden-
tifications to be approving declarations. In fact, one of the earliest psychoan-
alytic definitions of fantasy provided by Freud explained it as a framing device 
that subjects use to “protect” themselves from the anxiety associated with the 
idea that there is no ultimate guide or law underlying our social existence 
(Glynos, 2011). One way in which the festival organizers continued to re-en-
force the organizational fantasy is to repress their feelings about the “flat or-
ganization”. Q’s polite response to the group member who wanted the group 
to watch hundreds of films together before an impending deadline was an ex-
ample of how Q protected herself from projecting a failure of inclusivity by 
repressing her own feelings about the organizational process. Another way is 
taking a recourse in disavowal, i.e., a simultaneous acknowledgement of prob-
lems plus a denial of their significance, reinforces the fantasy (Watt, 2021). 
Tio’s awareness about the problems of a flat organization, but insistence on 
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its importance, were two examples of how the contingency of the inclusivity 
principle was concealed by the subjects. 

Freja’s departure from the MQF organization after the festival in 2018 was 
illustrative of another dimension associated with fantasy, i.e., how the sub-
ject’s investment in an ideological project can only be sustained as long as the 
subject believes that their fantasy is being realized. Glynos (2011) discusses 
the disillusionment with a fantasy using a comparative study of cooperative 
firms conducted by Brian and Healy (2006). He reports their findings which 
suggest that subjects who were heavily invested in a fantasy with normative 
content, such as overenthusiastic anti-capitalists and cooperative idealists 
were most susceptible to being disillusioned when confronted with ambiguity 
and contingency (Glynos, 2011). The main reason for Freja’s exit from the 
MQF organizational group was because the group could not live up to the 
promise of becoming inclusive, or in other words, the MQF was not providing 
sufficient access to the promised enjoyment. There was no attempt from other 
organizers to conceal this contingency or provide an illusionary outsider who 
was responsible for this lack of enjoyment (as would be the case in a totalitar-
ian discourse, for example, “the Jew” in an anti-Semite discourse). This disil-
lusionment, however, was with the organization that promised to fulfil the 
fantasy, and not with the fantasy itself. The fact that Freja did not reveal their 
reasons for leaving the group to anyone was testament to their investment in 
the fantasy structured around the norm of inclusivity. 

Before concluding this discussion, it is important for me to state that it was 
incidental that a major part of my fieldwork at the MQF coincided with the 
time that the festival was going through an expansion within its organization. 
By the end of my research in 2019, everyone who joined the festival in 2017 
had left the MQF. In 2019, the organizational group bore a new look and com-
prised of Q and Alice; a Malmö based film-maker who was experienced at 
organizing film festivals. With the change in its organizational group, the 
manner in which inclusivity was interpreted at the MQF also shifted. The two 
organizers at the helm were not radically invested in creating a flat organiza-
tion along the lines of the MQF 2017. Instead, they diversified their tasks, 
while experimenting with new ways of being. I did not have an opportunity to 
closely observe the phantasmatic content of this shift, however, the fantasy 
persisted. And this persistence of fantasy is telling of something – that the 
MQF remained committed, not only to constituting the LGBTQIA+ festival 
goers in Malmö into a political group, but also operating as an organization 
that perpetually contested and negotiated the norms and boundaries of its own 
existence.  
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Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter I have elaborated on how “inclusivity” as a norm made its way 
into the MQF organization. I explained how “queer” as an engagement with 
body politics necessitated the recognition of inclusion and exclusion of bodies 
in specific discourses of marginalization which became the most important 
ideological principle at the MQF. 

I recounted how during my fieldwork, the MQF was undergoing an expan-
sion within its organization, and how the new members of the MQF organiza-
tional group interpreted and practiced inclusivity. One way in which inclusiv-
ity materialized at the MQF was to structure itself as a flat organization which 
meant that every member of the organizational group had an equal say in every 
decision-making process of the festival. Another way in which the group in-
terpreted the norm of inclusivity was through articulating the myriad identities 
groups that they wanted to see represented the festival.  

The presence of new organizers, many of whom had hands on experience 
with activism, helped MQF engage with performing inclusivity in innovative 
ways. A striking example of this was when the MQF organizers got involved 
in macro-activism around inclusion of accessibility in other festivals and 
events in Malmö. The chapter also described how the MQF itself became a 
uniquely inclusive event by transforming its cinema into a venue that priori-
tized accessibility. 

Although privileging the norm of inclusivity helped MQF practice substan-
tial interventions, both within and outside of the festival, I also recounted sev-
eral examples of how the diversely varying interpretations of this norm im-
pacted and impeded the festival organization. The chapter illustrated how cer-
tain enactments of inclusivity hampered the precise practices it aimed to facil-
itate. Sometimes, the norm of inclusivity was interpreted in ways that began 
to overshadow the focus on festival production. In cases where the festival 
organizers believed that their idealized notion of inclusivity was not being ful-
filled, they ended up being frustrated and dissatisfied. 

In the final part of this chapter, I used the theoretical concept of fantasy to 
investigate the significance of inclusivity at the festival. Using literature that 
highlights the political significance of fantasy to analyse the ethnographic ma-
terial presented in the chapter, I argued that ideological fantasies constructed 
around the norm of inclusivity functioned as the ideological glue that bound 
the festival organizers together, but also contributed to concealing the antag-
onisms present within the MQF organization. 

The analysis of the MQF organization conducted in this chapter provided 
a rich account of how film festival organizers work behind the scenes of a 
queer film festival to constitute themselves as a political community through 
interpretations, articulations and practices of specific norms. In the next chap-
ter, I will supplement these insights with an investigation that focuses on the 
personal motivations of individuals who work as volunteers at the CQF. 



 147 

7. Volunteering as Micro-Activism 

In this final ethnographic chapter, I scrutinize the organizational model of the CQF, 
which relied heavily on voluntary work. This was in contrast with the previous chap-
ter where I discussed the MQF which privileged the norm of inclusivity in its organi-
zational model. In continuing the discussion about the people organizing the film 
festivals and why they do it, I specifically focus on the CQF volunteers. This chapter 
begins with a discussion about the role of imagination in the constitution of a com-
munity. Next, based on my ethnographic observations and interactions with CQF 
volunteers, I categorize and theoretically account for the various significant motiva-
tions which compel these persons to volunteer at the CQF. Finally, I argue that the 
act of volunteering at the CQF, spurred by individual experiences of precarity as 
well as desires to change the discourse around queerness, very often constitutes a 
form of activism.  
 
 

Why do people have to be this lonely? What's the point of it all? Millions of 
people in this world, all of them yearning, looking to others to satisfy them, yet 
isolating themselves. Why? Was the earth put here just to nourish human lone-
liness? (Haruki Murakami, Sputnik Sweetheart, 2002, pp. 189-190) 

 
 
In the introductory text of his seminal study of nationalism, Benedict Ander-
son (1983) discusses the importance of imagination in the formation of na-
tions. Rejecting the notion that nations are natural or inevitable social units, 
Anderson argues that nations are emotional and cultural phenomena that are 
structured around an imagined political community a “deep horizontal com-
radeship” that makes it possible for millions of people to kill and die for this 
imaginary construct ([1983] 2006, p. 7). Explaining, why the nation is an im-
agined construct, Anderson writes:  
 

It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never 
know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in 
the minds of each lives the image of their communion. […] Communities are 
to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which 
they are imagined (p. 7).  

 
The imagination of a fraternity is always coalesced around ideas of shared 
origins or mutual interests; however, discursive media objects play an im-
portant role in shaping and structuring these imaginations. In tracing the his-
torical development of nations, Anderson looks carefully at the role of “print-
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capitalism” i.e., the emergence of a common language and discourse that was 
generated from the use of the printed press in a capitalist marketplace. Taking 
the examples of the novel or newspapers, Anderson surveyed the techniques 
employed by these forms in representing the nation as an imagined community 
linked through meaningful relationships of fraternity, time and power. 

In the context of film festival studies, the concept of an imagined commu-
nity has, for instance, been employed to study the vast number of diasporic or 
ethnic film festivals appearing in specific national contexts in an increasingly 
globalized world (Iordanova and Cheung, 2010). This examination allowed 
Iordanova to ask questions about the significance of film festivals as nodes of 
transnational infrastructures (Iordanova, 2011). My own interest in this dis-
cussion, however, is not so much towards the location of Swedish queer film 
festival as nodes of a national or a transnational network, but instead on how 
these festivals imagine themselves as a LGBTQIA+ community in their own 
localized and specific contexts. The concept of imagination here supplements 
the previous analysis that utilized the concept of fantasy, to further the under-
standing about how people think about what they are participating in. 

In order to further explore the idea of how the queer film festival is not 
simply an end unto itself but an articulation of social change expressed 
through the construction of an LGBTQIA+ community, I focus my attention 
towards a vital group of people who participate in a queer film festival: its 
volunteers. The ethnographic material I present in this chapter is specifically 
drawn from my own interactions and semi-formal interviews with the volun-
teers at the CQF between 2017–2019. The reason that I only focus on the CQF 
volunteers is because this material provided me with the most coherent for-
mulations about why people work for the queer film festivals.  

A Volunqueer Gathering 
In 2018, I received a formal invitation from Selma, the CQF producer, to at-
tend the volunteer meeting at the festival office. The invitation, which was 
wittily titled “Welcome to the VOLUNQUEER GATHERING”, deftly ex-
plained the purpose of the meeting –  

 
We will meet up and have the chance to introduce ourselves and get to know 
each other, inform you a little bit more closely to what kind of help, when and 
where, we will need from you. You will be able to ask questions and tell your 
expectations of the festival – but mostly we will have a good time! 

 
The CQF office was located on the ground floor of a non-descript brown 
building at Bergsunds Strand, a street off the busy Hornstull intersection on 
the island of Södermalm in Stockholm. The meeting with the volunteers took 
place in the kitchen of this office on a weekday evening. In order to reach the 
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kitchen, one had to walk down a long, dimly lit corridor. On either side of the 
corridor, there were offices of several other film organizations such as Folkets 
Bio (a film distribution company) and Cinemafrica (an African film festival). 
The thing that caught my attention the most were the many film posters that 
adorned the walls of these offices. I was immediately drawn into the nostalgia 
of being in a place that lived and breathed films. 

When I walked into the kitchen, I counted more than twenty people who 
had come for the first volunteer meeting. The kitchen itself was fairly spacious 
with a large dining table on one side. Along one wall there was a long kitchen 
counter which, along with the usual sink, stove, coffee machine and boiler, 
was littered with cartons of wine and bags of snacks in different flavours. Al-
most everyone in the room was seated around the table with their glasses of 
wine or soft drink. On the table were bowls full of chips and tacos which were 
being passed around. Some who were already familiar with each other chatted 
while most sat silently waiting for the discussion to begin.  

Isak, who was sitting on the far end of the table, began the meeting in Eng-
lish. He introduced himself and requested a round of introduction – asking 
everyone to state their names, preferred pronouns and previous association 
with the CQF. Most of the people seated around the table were in their early 
twenties and many stated that this was the first time that they were participat-
ing in anything organized by the CQF. After everyone introduced themselves, 
Isak presented a general introduction to the CQF and told everyone about the 
highlights of the forthcoming festival which included the opening ceremony 
in a circus, screenings in a garage and a dance studio, and the international 
guests coming to the festival. He then asked Selma to explain in detail about 
the work that volunteers are expected to do during the festival.  

Selma is a Swedish woman in her early twenties who began volunteering 
with Cinema Queer since 2015. She had short hair and was wearing a black 
sweatshirt. In a pronounced Swedish accent, she introduced herself in English 
as the producer for the CQF who managed the volunteer work. The use of 
English as a language of communication was yet another instance of how in-
clusivity was performed at the CQF since some of the people who had shown 
up to volunteer were not Swedish. Selma spoke about the different kinds of 
tasks, such as decorating venues, selling alcohol, managing the entrances, ush-
ering the guests etc. that the volunteers were expected to help with. She also 
emphasized that special help was needed for setting up the circus tent a couple 
of days before the opening. Isak chimed into the conversation and explained 
a bit more about Cinema Queer’s collaboration with the circus. Selma then 
requested everyone to let her know of what kind of work they were comforta-
ble doing, as well as what times and shifts suited them best. She also encour-
aged everyone to ask questions or raise concerns regarding the volunteer work.  

A few volunteers had questions. One person asked if they were required to 
buy tickets if they volunteered. Isak replied to them that the festival volunteers 
got to watch all the movies free of cost – although they could not assure them 
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that there would be free seats available. Someone else asked if volunteers were 
required to be available at all times during the festival to which Selma clarified 
that they could state what times would suit them, and she would schedule them 
accordingly. She also clarified that it was unlikely that there would be only 
one person assigned to a task. It was around this time that Theresa, the co-
director of the CQF joined the meeting and chipped in the conversation by 
telling everyone about how the CQF organizers make special efforts to ensure 
that everyone volunteering at the festival feels comfortable doing their tasks. 
She added that they would make sure that there would be sufficient food and 
wine at all times while the volunteers worked.  

Someone then asked if the CQF screenings were safe spaces to volunteer 
in, and if there were things that the volunteers should be concerned about. 
Theresa was quick to reply to this question by categorically stating that they 
had never faced any trouble with CQF which according to them was an ex-
tremely safe space. Isak also informed the group that the only contingency 
they expected during the festival were last minute changes of venues – which 
had happened in the past but otherwise, they had never experienced any “un-
safe” occurrences during the festival. Other people around the table, who had 
so far been busy snacking, and sipping on their drinks, began chipping in with 
their experiences of working with the CQF in the previous years. They af-
firmed that they had never experienced anything unpleasant while volunteer-
ing at the CQF and this seemed to allay the fears of the person who asked the 
question. Towards the end of this meeting, Isak introduced everyone to the 
festival’s Instagram account and encouraged all the volunteers to begin shar-
ing its content within their social network so that the word about the festival 
would spread. After the meeting most people stood up, walked to the kitchen 
counter to refill their drinks and found themselves groups to mingle around. 
Selma went around the room noting down their availability for the festival. 
 
Volunteer work was crucial to the successful organization of the CQF. The 
multiple screening venues, myriad contingencies, coordinating large crowds, 
attending to special guests, managing the bar, all required substantial labour 
which was managed through work put in by the volunteers. In 2017, there 
were six volunteers working for the CQF. In 2018, the festival had twenty-one 
volunteers and subsequently in 2019, this number grew to twenty-six, out of 
which ten people had returned from the previous year. Volunteer meetings 
such as the one described above were testament to the fact that the CQF festi-
val organizers took a special interest in carefully managing the needs and con-
cerns of the volunteers. 

The presence of volunteers, not only at the CQF, but also at various educa-
tional, cultural, political organizations and in social life at large, is ubiquitous. 
Political scientist Erik Amnå (2007) observes that Swedish voluntary organi-
zations occupy a special place in the narrative of Swedish democracy. While 
he identifies troubling trends regarding the relative decline, especially 
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amongst young Swedes, in engaging with the traditional voluntary organiza-
tions, he nevertheless claims that voluntary work done within the aegis of 
these organizations remained crucial to the prospects of Sweden continuing to 
be a healthy democracy. Voluntary work in Sweden has traditionally been part 
of what people do in their leisure-time.33 Most of this work is done through 
non-government organizations (ideell organisation och förening). Sweden has 
a long history of these organizations that emerged from popular movements 
(folkrörelser) such as the labour movement, women’s movements and so on.34 
Estimates suggest that in the year 2009, eighty-six percent of all adult Swedes 
were members of voluntary organizations and almost half the adult population 
was actively involved in doing unpaid voluntary work.35  

There is a significant amount of academic literature that has paid specific 
attention to Swedish voluntary organization.36 There are, however, two spe-
cific tendencies in these accounts of voluntary work that make it not amenable 
to the analysis of Swedish queer film festivals. First, most of the literature 
concerning voluntary work in Sweden tends to focus on quantitative studies 
which do not particularly distinguish between the voluntary work done for a 
variety of civic actors ranging from social movements, foundations, local 
charities, national business, multinational companies and transnational NGOs. 

 
33 Not unlike many other Western countries, Sweden had a concept that is called “leisure-time” 
(fritid) that refers to the time an individual has outside their working hours (Fredriksson et. al 
2018, Lager 2019). The unique aspect of fritid in Sweden is that the state has a broader role in 
supporting how people spend their leisure-time. In order to facilitate people’s leisure times, the 
Swedish state provides support to organizations such as youth centres, sports clubs and other 
cultural organizations. Fritid is a tradition going back to the 1970s when women increasingly 
became a part of the Swedish workforce and several leisure-time centres were established to 
support children of parents who were working or studying (Janson 1992, cited in Lager 2019). 
Since the 1990s, fritid was introduced within the compulsory school system through the Edu-
cation Act (Lager 2019). It is a concept that every person who grows up in Sweden is introduced 
to already in primary school (förskola). An ordinary pre-school and school day in Sweden is 
comprised of school hours and leisure-time. During the school hours, students engage in learn-
ing activities. During leisure-time, it is up to the students to decide what they want to do. On 
occasions extra-curricular activities are offered in schools during leisure-time, but even then, 
every student has the option to decide whether they wish to participate or just hang out in the 
yard. Even when Swedes grow up and out of school, the concept of leisure-time continues to 
linger. Swedish universities and workplaces clearly define the number of hours a person is ex-
pected to work during a week. This is legally regulated by what is known as “The Working 
Hours Act” (Arbetstidslagen) and an ordinary work week consists of forty hours a week. There 
are strict regulations in this act which prohibit people from working more than forty-eight hours 
a week, and it also stipulates that every person working in Sweden is expected to take sufficient 
leisure time in the form of holidays and time off work. Every person has the right to decide 
what they want to do during their leisure-time. 
34 http://firademokratin.riksdagen.se/fordjupning/folkrorelser/1.-innan-folkrorelserna/#Det-hi-
erarkiska-st%C3%A5ndssamh%C3%A4llet <Accessed 5th Jan 2021> 
35 Study on Volunteering in the European Union Country Report Sweden, https://ec.eu-
ropa.eu/citizenship/pdf/national_report_se_en.pdf <Accessed 5th Jan 2021> 
36 State and Civil Society in Northern Europe: The Swedish Model Reconsidered, Edited 
by Lars Trägårdh (2007) provides an exhaustive overview of the civil society in Northern Eu-
rope, especially Sweden. 
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Second, one of the main ways voluntary work is approached in this literature 
is akin to traditional definitions of volunteerism where it is a pro-social be-
haviour that a person performs with the sole intention to benefit others (Marta 
& Pozzi, 2008; Omoto & Snyder, 1995). An example of this “altruistic” con-
ception of voluntary work is also found in the definition of volunteerism by 
Cnaan, Handy and Wadsworth (1996), who detail four dimensions to volun-
teer work, namely, volition, lack of renumeration, structure and intended ben-
eficiaries.37 This account of volunteerism is by no means simplistic, since each 
of these categories is considered a part of a continuum, however, the further 
down any “volunteer” activity falls in each of the categorical continuums 
(such as receiving renumeration), the less likely it is to be considered “pure” 
volunteerism. All of these dimensions stem from the idea of altruism, in that 
they deconstruct the ways in which a volunteer potentially may benefit from 
their engagement, and considering each of them as making it less clear that 
the act is actually one of volunteering. 

The problem with this approach to volunteerism is that since all personal 
benefits are essentially seen as making engagement “less pure”, it leaves us in 
the dark as to why people volunteer in an event like a queer film festival.  It is 
perhaps more appropriate to pursue the subject of volunteering, especially in 
context of the CQF, from the perspective of motivation. The more appropriate 
question to ask then is not what is volunteering but rather, why do people vol-
unteer at queer film festivals?  

Why Do People Volunteer? 
In order to approach the answer to the question, why do people volunteer at 
the queer film festival, I present three kinds of ethnographic examples based 
on my interactions and interviews with the CQF volunteers. The first set of 
explanations can be categorized as that participating at the festival was “fun”. 
I have already described in the previous chapters that the organizational tasks 
at the CQF were extremely intensive and challenging. The notion of fun, there-
fore, sounds paradoxical. The first example will further resolve this tension 
between labour and fun at the festival. The second reason which I inferred 
through my interactions was that volunteers found participating in the CQF 
valuable because it helped their professional development. I analyse this ex-
ample through the notions of social capital and fan labour to develop a nu-
anced understanding of this reason. Finally, I draw upon an account of how 

 
37 Cnaan et al. (1996) They further added nuance to their analysis by adding specific catego-
ries to each of these dimensions. The twelve categories added to the four dimensions were – 
1/ Volition – a) Free choice, b) Relatively uncoerced, c) Obligation to volunteer; 2/ Renumer-
ation – a) None at all, b) None expected, c) Expenses reimbursed, d) Stipend/low pay; 3/ 
Structure – a) Formal, b) Informal; 4/ Intended beneficiaries – a) Benefit/help oth-
ers/strangers, b) Benefit/help friends or relatives, c) Benefit oneself (as well) 
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the CQF produces avenues of social interaction, as well as an encounter with 
one of the festival volunteers who succinctly explains how the CQF provides 
its volunteers access to an LGBTQIA+ community which they long for in 
Stockholm. 

Fun and Interesting 
Axel, a twenty-three-year-old, lanky Swedish man was born in a small town 
on the west coast of Sweden. He was still a teenager when he moved to Stock-
holm in 2014 to begin his studies at university, as well as look for a more 
vibrant LGBTQIA+ culture in the capital city of Sweden. Since his move to 
Stockholm, Axel began visiting the CQF each year as an audience. In a con-
versation, he told me that he hardly remembered any of the films that he 
watched during the festival during those years. Then, in the summer of 2017, 
he saw an invitation for volunteers to join the CQF. That year, he decided to 
work for the CQF and had returned as a volunteer, every year since. 

In 2018, one of the biggest tasks Axel was involved with as a volunteer was 
putting up the circus tent in Tantolunden, a large public park in the heart of 
Stockholm. On an ordinary weekend day, Tantolunden is crowded with fami-
lies and children, joggers and fitness enthusiasts, teenagers looking for a place 
to hang out and older people out for a stroll. When Axel arrived at the park, 
Isak, Theresa, and Selma, along with about seven other volunteers, were wait-
ing to begin the work. Two persons from the circus group, Circus, I Love You, 
the collaborators of Cinema Queer, handed out orange safety helmets to eve-
ryone who had gathered to help out. Axel grabbed a safety helmet and joined 
the other volunteers who gathered in a circle to take instructions from the cir-
cus workers. Shortly after the briefing, the volunteers were split into groups 
and began spreading out a large canvas in the centre of the park. Some volun-
teers started hammering large poles into the ground. Isak and Theresa joined 
the volunteers in undertaking the hefty work.  

A couple of hours into setting up the circus tent, it started raining heavily. 
Everyone ran for shelter at the other end of the large field. In the meanwhile, 
Selma had organized several cartons of pizza for everyone and the break was 
an opportunity to grab a bite and something to drink. Axel looked visibly ex-
hausted during the break. His yellow raincoat was soiled with mud and his 
boots were drenched. His spirits remained high, though. He was in an ani-
mated discussion with some of the other volunteers he knew. Everyone 
seemed pretty thrilled about getting a rare opportunity to put up a circus tent. 
After the early lunch break, the rain had slowed down and work resumed. 
Some of the volunteers left because they had other engagements, but they were 
replaced by new people who came in shifts to help out.  

After Axel completed his work for the day, I asked him about his motiva-
tion to volunteer for the CQF every year.  
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“I think it’s funny with the LGBTQ cinema and movies,” he replied in his 
Swenglish38 which often confuses the words “fun” and “funny.” 

Axel gave me several reasons which motivated him to visit the festival. He 
began by explaining that he loved film festivals because they provided him an 
opportunity to watch quality cinema through a film program that had been 
already curated. “It is nice to show up and watch all these wonderful queer 
films without having to make the effort to seek them out,” he remarked. Axel 
added that he worked as a junior accountant in his regular job. Volunteering 
for the CQF every year gave him an opportunity to understand the cultural 
sector. He noted that as an audience, it was difficult for him to closely observe 
the festival, but as a volunteer, the festival became a “familiar affair” and he 
began meeting several new people who he now looked forward to seeing every 
year. 

Axel reminisced about the Revolutionary Queer Porn Night (which I have 
elaborated in Chapter 5), a CQF event where the venue was changed last mi-
nute. “That was crazy! We managed to turn that basement into a party loca-
tion. It turned out to be a very good party and everyone was happy about it,” 
he exclaimed. I candidly reminded him of the dirty floors which we had to 
clean. That was tough work, “but the most rewarding parts are the ones when 
the work is tough,” he bragged in response. 

He also made a concerted effort to explain how he did not consider his 
engagement with CQF as activism. “I think it is funny to be a part of some-
thing,” he said and even though it was for a good cause, that was not his mo-
tivation to volunteer at CQF. “It is more than funny, it is something to be a 
part of, it is interesting and that makes it a lot of fun,” Axel signed off in the 
conversation. 

Axel’s responses to the question of what motivated people to volunteer for 
a film festival were similar to how CQF volunteers usually responded when 
faced with this question. A film festival such as the CQF provided several 
youngsters like Axel, living in Stockholm, the opportunity to be introduced to 
new, like-minded people, both as personal as well as professional contacts. 

 
An important part of how CQF endeavoured to appeal to LGBTQIA+ youth 

was through engaging them in ways which were “fun”. Take for example the 
invitation to attend the Volunqueer gathering that I described previously in 
this chapter.   

 
You will be able to ask questions and tell your expectations of the festival – 
but mostly we will have a good time! 

 

 
38 Swenglish is a colloquial term referring to the English language heavily influenced by Swe-
dish in terms of vocabulary, grammar, or pronunciation. 
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Having a “good time” or “fun” was one of the most important organizing 
principles at the CQF. It was both discursively reiterated by the organizers at 
several moments during the organizational process, and sufficient material 
conditions were created for the volunteers to relate to the experience of having 
a good time. Even in the direst circumstances, such as when setting up the 
basement as a screening venue with only a few hours to the event, the organ-
izers continued to tell the volunteers to remember to enjoy themselves, only 
undertake tasks which they were comfortable doing etc. At the same time, 
significant resources were devoted to making available sufficient food and 
drinks for the festival volunteers while they were at work. The volunteers al-
ways had an opportunity to step back from the organizational work and relax. 

The rhetoric of fun and relaxation did not imply that the volunteer work 
was easy. Organizational work at the CQF often included a considerable 
amount of manual labour, such as pitching a circus tent. The intensity of work 
could be considered as being at odds with having fun or a good time. But for 
a moment, consider other activities which are normally considered to be fun, 
such as taking a ride on a roller coaster. Almost everyone who has taken part 
in this experience would understand that a roller coaster ride, at least in parts, 
involves actions that can in no way be considered pleasurable. Whether or not 
these activities are fun for the person taking part in them depends on the con-
text within which they take place. Taking a roller coaster ride in the company 
of people you like might be an enjoyable experience. The same activities 
would not be a ‘fun’ experience if you were doing them with people you dis-
like – or if you had a queasy stomach.  

As sociologist Ben Fincham points out in his book, The Sociology of Fun 
(2016), one of the schemas involved in the creation of fun is deviation from 
the norm. At CQF, the high level of intensity produced during the festival 
organization was over-ridden by the possibility for the volunteers to do some-
thing which they would not normally do. Like Axel, many volunteers at the 
CQF had little do with cinema or the culture sector. Most of them were stu-
dents or worked in other industries. Volunteering with the CQF gave them an 
opportunity to create a deviation from their normal routines. 

Another important aspect of fun is that even though it is subjectively expe-
rienced by individuals, as Fincham points out, it is a social activity that char-
acteristically emerges during interaction with others. As such, having a good 
time or having fun, then had a productive dimension within the queer film 
festival organization. It contributed not only towards the organizers and vol-
unteers enjoying themselves but also towards producing a collective sociality 
during the process. 
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Finding Professional Networks 
For many volunteers at the festival, breaking from the norm was not simply 
about having fun. Working at the CQF provided them with opportunities for 
professional development.  

Selma, the CQF producer in 2018 was a good example of someone who 
started out as a volunteer at the CQF but immensely benefited through the 
work she did for the festival organization. I first met Selma during the CQF 
2017 when she was still volunteering for the festival. During an informal chat 
that year, she shared with me that she had a regular job as a waitress in a café 
but she aspired to be a part of the Swedish film industry. Two years later, after 
CQF 2019, I sat down with Selma for a more structured interview at a cosy 
coffee shop by the sea near the CQF office. During the conversation, I ob-
served that she was a far more confident person than when I had first met her.  

Selma started out with Cinema Queer as early as 2015, a time when the 
festival was still new to having volunteers in the group. When I asked her 
about her progression from being a volunteer to the festival producer, she ex-
plained how every year she returned to the festival, it was a level up of respon-
sibilities.  

“Every year, there was a bit more to do – a few more decisions to make, 
more responsibilities, things would get communicated more directly, I had a 
key to the office” she said.  

In 2018, Theresa and Isak hired her for the months of August and Septem-
ber as a festival producer who, amongst other tasks, was also in charge of 
coordinating the volunteer work before and during the festival. In 2019 her 
association with the festival strengthened even further.  

“You know I am not the core of the organization, which is still Theresa and 
Isak, who founded the festival, but I would say that I am very much a part of 
the organizers’ group now, who is involved in all aspects of the festival,” she 
told me while talking about her role in the group. 

During the interview I picked up several cues which confirmed for me that 
Selma was indeed one of the key members of the CQF organization group and 
not merely a hired help during the festival months. Since 2018, she had been 
frequently representing the CQF at various international events including the 
Berlinale and Hamburg Queer Film Festival. She played a significant role in 
facilitating an international collaboration between CQF and MOLDOX, a film 
NGO based in Moldova which sought their support in organizing a queer film 
festival in the Eastern European country. Selma helped put together a film 
program, and later visited the country during their festival. Outside of CQF, 
she had also been invited to co-curate the “Rare Film Festival” in Stockholm 
and was going to start working with the Swedish Film Institute in an adminis-
trative position.  

Other volunteers also saw the CQF as a place where they could access cul-
tural networks and further their professional interests. Another person who 
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seemed to have found their professional bearings while volunteering at CQF 
was the festival photographer, Anja. A twenty-one-year-old photographer 
from Stockholm, Anja started volunteering for the festival while she was still 
in high school. Her school teacher introduced Anja to Theresa and she started 
photographing at Cinema Queer right away.  

 “I never have any idea of what kind of a venue I will be photographing and 
I never do proper research before an event,” she joked during a conversation, 
adding that she loved the challenge of photographing at different locations.  

In time, people in Stockholm started to notice her work and offering her 
photography assignments at other film festivals and media events. For Anja, 
who was now a professional photographer, Cinema Queer remained her fa-
voured festival due to its people and the queer space that the festival created. 

“Having a queer space like this is really cool and honestly, I don’t have 
another space like this in my life,” she remarked. 
 
Examples where the CQF contributed to the professional development of in-
dividual volunteers resonates with one particular study at the Fantastic Film 
Festival which uses Bourdieu’s concept of social capital to explain the moti-
vations of volunteer work. According to Bourdieu ([1986] 2002), social capi-
tal is “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources, which are linked to 
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships 
of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (p. 288). Peaslee, El-Khoury and Liles 
(2013), in studying the motivations of volunteer work at the Fantastic Film 
Festival in 2012, explain the two working dimensions of social capital. First, 
they highlight the material or economic benefits that accrue to volunteers dur-
ing their work, such as getting admission to the movies during the festival. 
Second, they point to cultural benefits that come with networking or being 
affiliated with a particular organization. In case of a film festival, the volun-
teers get an opportunity to network with industry experts, organizers and other 
publics. The notion of social capital in volunteer studies is closely related to 
another concept which developed in the field of fandom studies, namely, “fan-
labour”. 

A significant focus in the field of fandom studies has been to explicitly 
study the manner in which media producers seek out fan participation to pro-
vide them with forms of labour that contribute to the building of their brand 
(Hellekson & Busse, 2014; Andrejevic, 2005; Terranova, 2003; Scott & Click, 
2017). This is a remarkable development in particular online, where fans par-
ticipate by devoting vast amounts of time and considerable skill to the devel-
opment of a media product that they do not own and are not renumerated for. 
In return of their labour, fans are rewarded with gifts and access, such as free 
access to the product. While some of this literature is to a large extent focused 
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on on-ground/offline versus online participation,39 it is interesting to note that 
literature on fandom does not ignore or belittle the presence of a hedonistic 
object-pleasure motivation for labour, as some of the more traditional volun-
teer studies do. Rather, it introduces the notion of fan-labour by positioning 
them as active, creative, productive participants within the labour system 
(Milner, 2009).   

Henry Jenkins (2008) posits that media industries make active use of fan-
labour, which is now a central characteristic of their productive circuits. Media 
industries are dependent on their consumers to create value for their products. 
They tap into fans not only to spread the word in an overcrowded media mar-
ket place, but also channel the creative output of fans to lower their production 
costs. This is an extremely significant assertion in case of Cinema Queer, 
where the festival volunteers play a significant role in advertising the festival 
within their online and offline social networks. Further, the volunteer base also 
provides the festival with free labour that subsidizes the costs of organizing 
their screenings. In return, the volunteers at CQF get free access to the films, 
along with drinks and food during the festival. While the material or economic 
benefits accruing to the volunteers is minimal, this is balanced by the way in 
which volunteers retain their agency to choose how much work they wish to 
put in and at what time. This is significant compared to some other media 
industries, that have gained notoriety for exploiting fan-labour (Busse, 2015), 
something which CQF gracefully avoids. 

The notions of social capital and fan-labour provide significant insight into 
the motivations of audiences to actively engage in work, however, the notion 
of a community that is constructed in this literature strongly emphasizes fan-
dom that centres around an affinity towards a specific media object - such as 
television series, comics, films etc. In case of CQF, this was not necessarily 
the case. Most volunteers that I interacted with during my fieldwork at CQF 
reasoned that while it was enjoyable to watch queer cinema at the CQF, one 
of the main reasons that they chose to volunteer at the festival was to meet and 
hang out with other like-minded persons. In the following ethnographic ac-
count, I describe how the CQF organizers actively produce situations where 
the volunteers can “hang-out” with each other.  

Volunteer Screenings at the CQF 
The CQF office in Södermalm had a small cinema. A large, dark and cosy 
sound-proof room with comfortable reclining seats, this cinema was used by 
all the film organizations sharing the office to watch films. After the 2018 
festival, Theresa and Isak decided to invite all the volunteers, as well as some 

 
39 See Cool (2012) who discusses the notion of ‘collocation’ wherein communities exhibit both 
online and on-ground interaction. 
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other people from the programming group of the festival, to come and regu-
larly watch films in the office cinema. An informal affair, these monthly 
screenings would normally take place on a Sunday afternoon and the selected 
films were usually picked from the submissions made through an open call to 
the CQF. 

One of these screenings took place on a Sunday was before the 2019 festi-
val. There were about seven volunteers along with Isak and Selma present for 
the screening. Selma was in charge of the screening, as well as catering for the 
needs of the volunteers. The afternoon began with a brief welcome back note 
by Isak at the end of which he asked everyone to pitch in with their comments 
after the screening. Selma, who had an Excel sheet opened out on her com-
puter in front of her, announced the first film, Under Covers (2017), a short 
film directed by Michela Olsen. Before the film started, Isak passed around 
several bags of popcorn and asked everyone to get themselves a drink. The 
lights dimmed and the screening began. Under Covers was a quirky animated 
stop motion film about the sweet, salacious and spooky secrets of a small 
town. The events of the film take place under an eclipsing moon peeking into 
the homes of its characters as their secrets unfold. The darkest secrets of pig-
tailed psychopaths, naughty nuns, greedy poodles are revealed when we get 
under their sleeping sheets in a world where “weirdness is relative” (Olsen, 
2017).  

After the screening, Isak asked everyone to share with the group what they 
felt about the film. Everyone loved it. One particular scene in the film reso-
nated with the group. In what seems to look like a shot of a man and a woman 
sleeping, when the sheets are removed, it is revealed that the man has a vagina 
and the woman has a penis. Still, they are a perfect match for each other, who 
sleep peacefully compared to other ‘normal’ characters who fester with dark 
secrets. The group was unanimous in suggesting the film for CQF 2019. 
Selma, who was sitting right upfront in the cinema, was quietly noting down 
everyone’s opinion.  

As the afternoon continued, several other films were screened. After every 
film there was a small discussion – most films evoked consensual responses, 
yet there were some conflicting opinions shared. One short film, Britney-
holics Anonymous: A Spear-itual Awakening (2015) created a debate in the 
group. The film is a day-in-the-life-of story about Freddie, a lonely and clos-
eted Britney Spears fan who comes across an anonymous support group of 
Britney-holics. Member of the group help him emerge out of denial and finally 
accept his love for Britney Spears.  

Most volunteers loved this short and funny film, but a few of the volunteers 
found the film to be trivial. Although they appreciated the humour, they com-
mented that it did not make the cut as a queer film worthy of screening at CQF. 
Those who liked the film tried to explain why they liked it, emphasizing that 
the film used humour to portray not only the closeted love for Britney, but also 
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had other references including body positivity and trans acceptance. (This film 
was eventually screened at CQF 2019.) 

Another interesting moment during the screenings was when Selma intro-
duced the abstract for a documentary submitted to the festival by an Eastern 
European film maker. The plot of the film was a coming-of-age drama that 
follows the life of a teenager living in Budapest whose conservative parents 
disapprove of his homosexuality. The subject looked promising but ten 
minutes into the film, people started getting restless. The camera work was 
shaky, the interviews were barely audible and the film was shoddily edited. 
One volunteer suggested that they stop the film. Selma confirmed if everyone 
agreed. The screening was stopped midway and everyone let out a collective 
sigh of relief.  

One way of describing these screenings is through the social interactions 
that they generated, within the group of volunteers and festival organizers. 
During my interviews, most volunteers considered themselves contributing 
positively to the festival program by watching the films and providing their 
input. Several volunteers told me that even though they realized that their 
opinions about the films they watched were not significantly affecting the 
CQF program, the volunteers still appreciated getting to be a part of the deci-
sion process for the content of the festival. The festival organizers, who are 
dependent upon the volunteers, found the screenings to be an effective way to 
make the volunteers feel included. The organizers emphasized that the screen-
ings were not intended to burden the volunteers with decision making, but 
rather intended as an opportunity for them to “hang-out” in a relaxed environ-
ment. 

CQF as a Community 
Even though much of the narrative constructs the CQF as a relaxed and a com-
fortable place for the volunteers to hang out, reducing the festival to this image 
betrays the underlying seriousness of the festival. Many volunteers were not 
simply driven to the CQF for its relaxed environment, but instead because they 
believed they were actively contributing to the LGBTQIA+ “community” in 
their city.   

Take Kevin, for example. A short, stoutly built Swede in their thirties with 
a round, expressive face and blonde hair tied in a pink streaked ponytail, Kevin 
began volunteering for CQF since 2016. In their regular job, Kevin worked as 
a project developer in a LGBTQIA+ youth organization in Stockholm. Every 
September, Kevin took leave from their workplace to volunteer at the CQF.  

I first met Kevin during the CQF 2017 where we had several exchanges 
during the festival, most of which took place while loading chairs into my car 
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and offloading them at the CQF office. One thing I realized during these ex-
changes was that Kevin was very keen to tell me both about themselves and 
the experience of working for festival. 

Born in Stockholm, Kevin called themselves “a passive member of the 
LGBTQIA community” before taking off to London to pursue a degree in il-
lustration in 2013. When Kevin returned to Sweden in 2016, Kevin was really 
eager to find spaces where they could actively participate and meet people. As 
part of this quest, Kevin wrote to Theresa and Isak about volunteering, and 
that is how their association with CQF began.  

“I wanted to reconnect with the stuff in the queer community that I missed 
and this [volunteering] has helped me make a very strong connection with the 
queer community now,” explained Kevin during one of our late-night trips to 
the Cinema Queer office.  

When I asked Kevin about what kind of movies, they liked to watch during 
CQF, their response piqued my curiosity. 

“No, I am not a spontaneous cinema goer,” said Kevin and continued to 
explain, “if someone just asks me, ‘hey, can we hang out and watch a movie?’ 
I would simply wonder how can we just sit and watch a movie!”  

It is not that Kevin dislikes watching movies, and their appreciation for 
cinema has increased over the years of attending Cinema Queer. But it was 
not the reason why they continue to volunteer at CQF.  

At this time, we had unloaded all the hundred and twenty chairs on the 
pavement outside the Cinema Queer office. We opened the door to the office 
and started to bring the chairs inside. I continued to ask Kevin about their 
reasons for being a volunteer.  

Kevin confided, “This may be a bit personal but I grew up and discovered 
myself around the activist community in Stockholm.”  

“But after 2009,” Kevin continued, “when they passed the equal marriage 
act in Sweden the community just declined.”  

“How so?” I asked taking another set of chairs inside the office.  
“You know it was almost like a self-fulfilling prophecy,” continued Kevin, 

“it was like gay and bi-sexual people do not need to come and support the 
LGBTQ rights movement anymore.”  

I could hear the disappointment in Kevin’s voice. They stopped loading the 
chairs and so did I. We continued to talk about one of the films Kevin had 
watched during the festival, Gay USA, a 1978 documentary about the opti-
mism within the U.S. gay community in the late seventies, before facing a 
backlash. Kevin told me that this film had a deep impact on them, as it touched 
upon the subject of activism, which they felt that the community in Stockholm 
in general had almost forgotten.  

“So, you do like watching films,” I quipped to lighten the mood.  
“I wouldn’t say I like films in general,” Kevin responded, “but sometimes 

they do connect with me at a personal level.” 
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As we got back to stacking chairs inside the office, Kevin shared with me 
their frustration about the Stockholm pride which according to them has be-
come an extremely commercialized affair. They told me that they had volun-
teered for the pride several years ago, but stopped doing so when the pride 
moved away from such principles they would stand behind. Instead, CQF of-
fered a smaller space which Kevin said, “feels like a smaller pride, that I can 
get behind, it feels more edged, it feels more political, more contemporary.” 

I was still interested in finding out about the kind of impact that CQF had 
in the lives of LGBTQIA+ persons living in the city. Kevin seemed to believe 
that the festival has an important place in the queer life of Stockholm.  

“The festival has a significant impact,” Kevin tried to explain by adding, 
“every year I see so many familiar faces, but also there are new faces as audi-
ences and volunteers.”  

Kevin also told me about the connection that the activist community in 
Sweden has to CQF. “For over ten years now (since the equal marriage act 
was passed in Sweden), there are so many people who are struggling with 
LGBTQI issues,” they said. “And these erstwhile activists are really coming 
to the festival,”. 

By this time in our conversation, we had finished stacking all the chairs in 
the office but I felt like I had stumbled upon something important, and I did 
not want to finish without asking some more questions. Even though it was 
well past 12 PM, I checked if it was ok to stand and continue talking for a bit. 
Kevin did not decline since they did not have an early morning shift at the 
festival. We continued to talk about the festival and its relationship with the 
community. I also asked Kevin if there was something, they would like to see 
different in CQF.  

“If there were one thing, I would personally want to see the festival do, is 
to work towards the young queer audiences,” remarked Kevin who added that 
perhaps this was a personal feeling because of their work. They continued to 
explain, “I really wish some of the venues and screenings were more about 
expanding audiences and maybe we don’t need so many venues selling alco-
hol.”  

During my two years of field work at the CQF, this was perhaps the only 
time that one of the volunteers spoke so candidly about the festival. I was 
appreciative of Kevin’s unguarded responses and thanked them before hug-
ging goodbye for the evening. 
 
Kevin’s responses to my questions were not simply a reflection of their per-
sonal experiences, but pointed to a common refrain that I heard often during 
the festival. Almost all the volunteers and audience members I interviewed 
complained about the lack of a coherent and accessible presence of a 
LGBTQIA+ community in Stockholm. Many commented that the only time 
they felt like a part of a larger community was when they participated in Stock-
holm pride. They further lamented that their sense of belonging dissipates as 
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soon as the pride week is over, and everyone recedes into their own solitary 
lives. Although during my interactions no one ever explicitly stated, “I am 
lonely”, the experience of feeling isolated and therefore the longing for a sense 
of community emerged as a theme throughout my interviews, during informal 
discussions and during observations. The roots of this longing can perhaps be 
accounted through a specific characteristic of Swedish society which is struc-
tured in a manner that there is very little co-dependence on other members of 
society.  

Swedish Theory of Love 
Being a part of a community in Sweden follows a specific, pervasive moral 
logic. The normative principles that outline how people should relate to each 
other in society have been astutely explained by Swedish historians Henrik 
Berggren and Lars Trägårdh in their Swedish theory of love (2010). The moral 
logic, as described by Berggren and Trägårdh, states: 
 

the most important value in life is self-sufficiency and independence in respect 
to other members of the community. The person who must depend on his fel-
low citizens is subservient and unequal. This is bad enough in itself. But even 
worse, he who is in debt, who is beholden to others, or who requires charity 
and kindness not only from strangers but also from his most intimate compan-
ions to get by, also becomes untrustworthy. His dependency on others forces 
him to socialise with and generally keep good relations with people that he 
might not like. He becomes dishonest and inauthentic. (p. 52) 

 
While virtues of independence and self-sufficiency authorize relationships be-
tween equals, at the same time, any form of dependency is considered to be 
inauthentic and undesirable. The norms structure the way in which individuals 
behave with respect to each other, as well as the relationships they form as a 
community.   

American writer Susan Sontag (1969), who once spent several months liv-
ing in Stockholm while directing a film, wrote an essay describing how the 
peculiar Swedish sense of individualism materialized in everyday relation-
ships between people. Sontag writes that despite the appearance that there is 
little privacy in Sweden, since people openly discussed salaries in discussions, 
houses had fewer walls and hedges than what she had seen in the England and 
the US, and people undressed casually in front of each other, the absence of 
these taboos did not mean that people live more intense community lives. “It 
rather signifies the traditional inability of the person in Sweden to defend him-
self against the demands of the community, so far as he constitutes himself a 
member of it,” analysed Sontag (emphasis authors). Citing examples from her 
everyday trivial experiences, such as the mundane topics of conversations 
about weather, money or plans that ordinary Swedes restrict themselves to, 
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the comfort they find during their solitary experiences in nature, or their ina-
bility to let go of their emotions, Sontag portrayed Sweden as a paradoxical 
society - where the “radical ideas rarely join with a radical personal conscious-
ness” (p. 35). 

Berggren and Trägårdh further explain that the idea of self-sufficiency vis-
à-vis other members of the community is rooted deeply in Swedish history, so 
much so that it has been institutionalized in the Swedish welfare state. They 
describe this as a form of “statist individualism”. Tracing the development of 
the Swedish state over the twentieth century, they write about the “overarch-
ing ambition to liberate the individual citizen from all forms of subordination 
and dependency in civil society: the poor from charity, the workers from their 
employers, wives from their husbands, children from their parents (and vice 
versa when the parents have become elderly)” (p. 53). Unlike other countries, 
such as the US where individualism is understood as antipathic to state inter-
vention, or Germany which relies on a strong family as the means and ends to 
social welfare policy, the Swedish individualism is not only accepting of state 
intervention, but relies on an alliance between the state and the individual. The 
point is that in Sweden, it is the state that provides the resources for an indi-
vidual to flourish without being dependent on other individuals, family or the 
society at large.  

In the case of LGBTQIA+ persons, this creates a specific problem because 
in Sweden, individual choices such as lifestyle or sexual identities are consid-
ered as whims which cannot become a part of public life. Berggren and 
Trägårdh point to a specific example concerning gay rights to illustrate this. 
Sweden stands out in most of the world for its progressive stance on gay mar-
riage, which is relatively unproblematic, but in contrast, the state takes a dim 
view of adoption of children by gay persons. The reason for this, they explain 
is that while the family is a private matter, the relationship between the state 
and the child is central to the Swedish welfare state. Privatizing marriage or 
family, as in the case of same-sex relationships, has little bearing on this social 
contract, but subjecting children to specific forms of individual choices that 
the private family may adhere to is found to be disconcerting.  

The resistance of the state to include private choices, such as non-normative 
desires, in the public domain means that there are seldom any specific social 
avenues which cater to the manner in which LGBTQIA+ persons would like 
to lead their lives. This exclusion is also felt in other ways; workplaces, mar-
kets, daycare centres and schools are mostly organized around assumptions of 
heteronormality. Despite progressive laws concerning gender and sexuality, it 
is not uncommon to witness, read or hear incidences of social exclusion to-
wards LGBTQIA+ persons. It was this experience of feeling isolated and long-
ing for a community that the volunteers at CQF described. Participating in the 
CQF was a way in which participants could find themselves a community 
within which they would not feel excluded or isolated. 
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Longing as Precarity 
In the closing chapter of her book, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah 
Arendt writes about the relationship between terror, ideology and loneliness 
([1951]1973). She describes how people’s inability to form meaningful social 
relationships, despite living in cities like sardines packed in a jar, is a condition 
within which totalitarian ideologies thrive. Loneliness, the condition of feeling 
deserted or abandoned, is no longer an experience that is found only at the 
margins, but has become a part of the everyday experience of the twentieth 
century. In the case of LGBTQIA+ persons whose histories are fraught with 
injustices and persecutions, the feelings of being isolated in a hetero-sexual 
society tend to linger. LGBTQIA+ persons experience social ostracization in 
several forms, and their forms of desire remain excluded from mainstream, 
visible practices and daily life. Writing about the injustice of not being heard, 
Jill Stauffer (2015) describes this isolation as a form of ethical loneliness. She 
writes: 

 
“Ethical loneliness is the isolation one feels when one, as a violated person or 
as one member of a persecuted group, has been abandoned by humanity, or by 
those who have power over one’s life’s possibilities. It is a condition under-
gone by persons who have been unjustly treated and dehumanized by human 
beings and political structures, who emerge from that injustice only to find that 
the surrounding world will not listen to or cannot properly hear their testimony 
– their claims about what they suffered and about what is now owed them – on 
their own terms. So ethical loneliness is the experience of having been aban-
doned by humanity compounded by the experience of not being heard.” (p. 1) 

 
One way in which the sense of loneliness can be countered is to invoke the 
sense of community through accentuating commonalities. The queer film fes-
tival used the idea of a common history to construct a shared memory of in-
justice and persecution of LGBTQIA+ persons. 

A notable event where I observed the festival audience, volunteers and or-
ganizers come together to implore a common history of injustice was at CQF 
2019 during an event titled, Stairway to Heaven.  

In order to describe this screening, it is important for me to briefly mention 
the historical background to this event. Even though homosexuality was de-
criminalized in Sweden already by 1944, it remained classified as a mental 
disorder. Socialstyrelsen or the National Board of Health and Welfare 
(NBHW) is the government agency that was responsible for classifying dis-
eases in Sweden. On August 29, 1979, during the Gay Liberation week in 
Stockholm, a group of LGBT activists entered the offices of NBHW at Lin-
négatan and demanded that the agency stopped classifying homosexuality as 
a disease. The manner in which the activists demonstrated was by occupying 
the main stairwell, unfolding banners and chanting slogans. In response, the 
police were called but before any action could be taken against the protesters, 
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Barbro Westerholm, the director-general of the NBHW intervened and agreed 
to push the issue within the agency. Within weeks of this protest, on October 
19, 1979 the NBHW agreed to change their diagnosis registry, removing ho-
mosexuality from their list of diseases.  

Stairway to Heaven was a screening organized in the same building, which 
now houses the Stockholm University College of Art (Image 21 and 22). The 
event was a tribute to celebrate the fortieth year of the occupation of the 
NBHW. Over fifty people including activists, CQF volunteers and the organ-
izers, sat on the same staircase and watched the film, Gay USA. I have already 
mentioned the impact this film screening had on one of the volunteers, Kevin. 
Watching this moving documentary in a historic location swept everyone in 
the audience with an emotion of camaraderie and solidarity. After the screen-
ing, almost everyone was in tears and began to embrace each other. It was one 
of the moments when people came together, not only for the purpose of watch-
ing films or having fun, but instead to remember a painful history of injustice 
from which they have emerged and by that, reinforcing the sense of commu-
nity that so easily gets lost in the daily lives of LGBTQIA+ persons in Stock-
holm. 

This chapter was introduced with Benedict Anderson’s idea that any com-
munity is necessarily imagined by a set of individuals who believe that they 
share a common origin and a mutual interest. Often, the construction of this 
imagined community is mediated through an object, in this particular case a 
queer film festival, which allows for individuals to imagine themselves as a 
part of a collective. The queer film festival is an antidote to the loneliness 
experienced by LGBTQIA+ persons, accentuated through the Swedish statist 
individualism and de-politicisation of the LGBTQIA+ struggle in Sweden. 
The CQF volunteers, facilitated by the festival processes, construct for them-
selves an imagined community which helps them overcome their own feelings 
of isolation or abandonment. Even though these feelings, perhaps encapsu-
lated by the term loneliness, emerge from a subjective interiority, the produc-
tion of this subjectivity is the outcome of a historical and discursive process 
of trauma and injustice. Volunteering then works as an act that actively pro-
duces an alternative subjectivity that attempts to undo the effects of this 
trauma and a sense of abandonment and can in itself be seen as an act of micro-
activism. 

Concluding Remarks 
In this final ethnographic chapter, I presented the main arguments about how 
volunteering at the queer film festival can itself be seen as an act of micro-
activism. I discussed how the longing and desire for a community is an under-
lying motivation for the volunteers to participate at the queer film festivals. 
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The manner in which the social interactions are desired or forged are not nec-
essarily articulated as a group organized around political protest. In fact, they 
are often expressed through ideas such as having fun, hanging out, relaxing, 
meeting new people etc. In either case, the lack of a collective, which was 
being filled by the queer film festival was recurrent observation made during 
the research. The chapter deviated from discourse theory and instead drew 
upon the Andersons’s theorization imagined communities to explain how the 
volunteers construct the idea of an LGBTQIA+ community at the queer film 
festival. It was also discussed that this is not simply an outcome of the festival 
process, but is actively supported by the queer film festival organizers through 
creating formal and informal spaces where social interaction can take place. 

CQF is different from MQF, where voluntary work included a greater 
amount of decision making and a bigger commitment to the organizational 
process. The contrast also reflects the distinct ways in which micro-activist 
practices manifest, through the contingent particularities, and specific geogra-
phies in which these the queer film festivals are situated. In both cases, how-
ever, imagination or fantasy are useful concepts to think through the political 
logics of engagements that take place at the queer film festivals. At MQF, the 
group comes together around the norm of inclusivity. Fantasy as a category of 
political analysis is helpful in analysing the social behaviours structured 
around ideology and enjoyment (jouissance). When studying the volunteer 
motivations, the concept of imagined communities supplements the ideologi-
cal analysis by focussing on how the ways in which an individual comes to 
believe that they are a part of a larger social group. Fantasy helps identify how 
the subject relates to the broader discourse, while imagination supplements 
this through analysing how the subject relates to other subjects as a commu-
nity.  
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8. Conclusion 

I have described and accounted for the various ways in which the two queer 
film festivals perform a social and political function in their specific contexts. 
The queer festivals, as I have argued, re-constitute the precarity of 
LGBTQIA+ persons through engaging in practices of micro-activism. This 
process requires an ideological signifier around which a group of people can 
be consolidated. At queer film festivals, “queer” is the ideological kernel 
around which festival organizers, volunteers and festivalgoers coalesce into a 
group. MQF, as I have shown in Chapter 3, defined “queer” as an engagement 
with body politics which materialized in a thematic festival program that fore-
grounded various practices of inclusion and exclusion in the construction of 
the LGBTQIA+ community. CQF, was, in many ways, a study in contrast. 
Whenever “queer” was invoked at CQF, the meaning that came across sug-
gested rebelliousness without being too rebellious. Yet, the basic ethos that 
the CQF attempted to imbibe and communicate through the festival was also 
inclusivity. Despite the visible differences between the two queer festivals, the 
logical operations through which CQF and MQF constructed themselves as 
discourse were similar. The discursive construction of “queer” was as an ide-
ological master-signifier around which the meaning of other signifiers at the 
festivals stabilized. The meaning of “queer” articulated at each of the festivals 
was critical to the construction of a fantasy around which organizers, volun-
teers and festival organizers structure themselves into a common ideological 
project. This is a fantasy that promises the fulfilment of an enjoyment that has 
been stolen by a common enemy. In the case of CQF, the enjoyment is vis-
ceral, accessed through its parties and the enemy is the gaze who ruins the fun. 
At the MQF, this enjoyment is accessed through an engagement with shame 
which has been brought upon the body by a privileged self. 

In addition to the film program, the queer film festivals innovated new 
ways in which the film screenings themselves became more accessible and 
inclusive. The CQF was the larger film festival with more resources at their 
disposal and its organizational structure was a traditional hierarchical model. 
In chapter 4, I discussed how one of the main ways through which inclusivity 
was performed at the CQF was through the production of safe spaces across 
the city of Stockholm. In these spaces, which were explained as discursive 
space where festival goers could articulate, engage and negotiate with their 
differential positions and consolidate themselves into a community. 
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A commonality between the MQF and the CQF was that contingency and 
failure were strategically deployed by the festival organizers at the festivals. 
In chapter 5, I made visible the operations of contingency at CQF and MQF, 
demonstrating how the queer film festivals produce identifications that allow 
for solidarity between antagonistic identity groups. Further I illustrated how 
contingent meanings and ideologies are produced and negotiated through the 
production of critical subjectivities and knowledge, contributing to the micro-
activist role of the queer film festivals.  

The next two ethnographic chapters, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7, provided 
answers to another part of the puzzle of micro-activism. Delving into the or-
ganizational practices of MQF and CQF, these chapters addressed why the 
people who work with the queer film festivals desire, and engage in, micro-
activism. At MQF, an important part of the festival organization was to con-
stantly negotiate with questions of exclusion of bodies and establishing a norm 
of inclusivity within its own organization. Each member of the MQF organi-
zation had their own background, expertise and political views and the festival 
was often a negotiation between the various viewpoints of the organizing 
group. In order to construct a common micro-activist practice, the festival or-
ganizers had to suppress their differences and engage in a common ideological 
project. The chapter on volunteering at CQF discussed how the people behind 
the scenes at CQF are largely driven by their desire to overcome their loneli-
ness and their yearning for a community. The process of organizing or volun-
teering for the festival can be interpreted as a manifestation of micro-activism, 
in which participants imagine themselves as constituting a community with a 
shared past and a collective future. 
 
Having summarized the main argument of the thesis, the following section 
addresses the importance of film festivals from the perspective of media re-
search, i.e., why queer film festivals? If the value in these festivals lies in the 
sense of a collective or a LGBTQIA+ community, constructed through organ-
izing and participating in queer film festivals in Malmö and Stockholm rather 
than through specific films that are being screened, then why are these social 
processes taking place in the context of film screenings?  

Significance of Queer Film Festivals  
In an article about the politics of self and other, novelist Lynn C. Miller (1994) 
reminds us of the classic novel, Writing a Woman’s Life (1988) in which au-
thor Carolyn G. Heibrun writes about the powerlessness that transpires for 
women when they are deprived of narratives of other women’s lives. The point 
Heibrun makes is that narratives of other women are important because their 
absence limits the repertoire women have to imagine their own lives. Miller 
goes on to extend this argument, saying that the term “women” might as well 
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be replaced by “homosexuals” since they too are marginalized through a de-
nial of their rightful place in discourse. 

Miller’s argument is one way to answer the question about the significance 
of queer film festivals. The most obvious function performed by films 
screened at MQF and CQF was to provide a multitude of identifications for 
its LGBTQIA+ audience. A film audience is almost always constrained by its 
own context. This means that it has access to only those signifiers which are 
circulating within its contextual discourse. A LGBTQIA+ person in Stock-
holm, for example, can only experience and observe the precarious conditions 
imposed upon them in their own surroundings. It is only when this person 
opens up to stories beyond their own contextual experience that they can ac-
cess and understand how their own marginalization resonates, compares or 
contrasts with others. 

Films screened at queer film festivals constituted a way to access these sto-
ries of otherness. Stories that ranged from the lives of effeminate transvestites 
in Brazil to a persecuted gay professor in India or taboo same-sex relationships 
in Taiwan, highlighted the precariousness of LGBTQIA+ persons living 
across the globe: a precariousness that is specifically curated by festival or-
ganizers to be shared by, and with, the audience watching the films. 

Curating Collective Spectatorship 
Films and their relationship with emotional affects are both universally expe-
rienced, as well as widely researched (Damasio, 1999; Ledoux, 1998; Grodal, 
1997). Every film has its own mood and based on its audience, it elicits emo-
tions, such as joy, sadness, fear, melancholy, gratification. These emotions are 
often expressed through physically manifest reactions, such as laughter, si-
lence, screaming etc. In the cinema, these emotions are not experienced alone, 
but in the presence of other viewers, which might contribute to the accentua-
tion of the cinematic affect. I, for one, seldom laugh out loud during a hilarious 
moment in a film when watching it alone. In the cinema, however, I am in-
clined to express my laughter together with my fellow audience. In the situa-
tion of collective viewing, the manifest reactions of others also help me take 
emotional cues about how a particular scene is supposed to make me feel. This 
is also the reason why many television sitcoms use canned laughter to simulate 
the environment of collective viewing.  

Recent research within the field of cinematic spectatorship has taken an 
interest in the social significance of watching films. Jullian Hanich, for exam-
ple, has drawn inspiration from debates in analytic philosophy and phenome-
nology about collective intentionality and shared feelings, to argue for a the-
ory of collective spectatorship (2014). While the work by Hanich is focused 
on the study of a quiet attentive audience, it might be useful to draw upon 
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some of his insights on spectatorship to analyse some of the ethnographic ma-
terial I have presented. In this discussion, I will also draw upon the interviews 
I conducted, formally and informally, with visitors to the two festivals.  

In constructing his argument around collective spectatorship, Hanich first 
draws attention to the collective intentionality of being a part of the process. 
He describes we-intention as that where the audience intends to be a joint 
spectator, rather than an individual (p. 344). A strong collective intention to-
wards being a part of a queer film festival, both in Malmö and Stockholm, was 
displayed in the manner in which the festival audiences approached the events. 
Almost every person that I spoke with indicated that their participation at the 
queer film festival was either motivated by doing something together with 
groups of which they are already a part, or by meeting new people. Both fes-
tivals were important events for their audiences, who often said that they look 
forward to it during the year. The form of spectatorship in both the MQF and 
Cinema Queer is not simply cinematic but besides watching films, the audi-
ence also participate in, and watch, various kinds of performances, discus-
sions, installations and parties. Clearly, everyone who attends the queer film 
festival wants to be a part of a social event and therefore, can be assumed to 
have a significant we-intention. 

Another important basis for Hanich’s theory of collective spectatorship is 
the aspect of joint-attention which “refers to the fact that you, I and others 
present have a common understanding of ‘what we are doing’ and that we are 
not focusing on the same thing by accident” (p. 346). The mechanisms through 
which joint-attention is studied and justified are based on the conditions which 
imply that the audience is focused on a single object. Film screenings are dis-
posed to creating a joint-disposition, since the audiences are physically re-
stricted to their seats in a dark setting and fully focused on the film without 
any verbal interactions.  

MQF and CQF created dissimilar conditions for creating a joint-experience 
of spectatorship. At the MQF, the audience was placed in a traditional cinema 
setting, even during some of the performances and panel discussions. In this 
environment, analysing joint-attention using the attentive audience model pro-
posed by Hanich is a fairly straightforward task. Before the event, the festival 
goers collect outside the cinema, chat with those they are familiar with, smoke 
a cigarette and socialize. Many people also collect around the foyer outside 
the screen-ing salon, engaging in social conversations. Once the cinema doors 
open, they move inside the cinema and continue to be focused on different 
tasks until the performance, or screening, starts. At this point, the attentive 
focus of the audience is dispersed. Once a film, performance or discussion 
begins, lights dim out or are directed in front of the stage towards the perform-
ing subject. The audience settles down and focuses on the event taking place 
in front of them. This is not to claim that no one might be focused on their 
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mobile phones or cuddling their partners, but the collective silence of the au-
dience and their emotional expressions, especially laughter, can all be dis-
cerned as a joint-experience of spectatorship.  

CQF, by contrast, complicates the conditions of joint-spectatorship through 
the way it organizes its screenings. Consider the opening event of CQF 2017 
at the Swedish History Museum (Chapter 4). The screening space was divided 
in two halves such that one half of the audience was facing the other. There 
were two concurrent projections taking place, one in front and one at the back, 
along with a live music performance on the centre side of the hall. The spec-
tators, although immobile in their seats, had three distinct objects in their vis-
ual field: the screen in front, half the audience facing them and the music per-
formers. The audience could also sprain their neck around to peek into the 
other projection at their back. Such instances of breaking the norm for tradi-
tional forms of viewing were replete in the ethnographies of CQF. At the open-
ing event of CQF 2018, the seating was amphitheatrical and in the middle of 
a circus tent. In the basement in Revolutionary Porn Night, which I have de-
scribed in Chapter 5, the screening was in a larger section but the audience 
had easy access to a smaller room across, as well as the drinks bar behind the 
screening. During one the screenings, Fluidø, (Chapter 5), parts of the audi-
ence which were not enjoying the film moved away from the screening space, 
and began to socialize around the bar and the other room.  

From the perspective of an attentive audience, the observations at CQF do 
not provide a fitting account. The film screening was seldom the centre point 
around which all the attention of the festival goer could be focused. Per se, 
this could imply that these screenings were not instances of joint-attention. It 
is my argument, though, that even though the festival goers’ attention is not 
focused on the film screening and was dissipated around several other possi-
bilities created by the festival space, the festival goer still remains focused 
very much inside the festival. Their attention is not dispersed outside the 
events of the venue, and therefore, still remain attentive to the same objects.  

Comparing MQF and CQF through the perspective of joint-experience and 
spectatorship not only provides an interesting contrast but also emphasizes the 
significance of curatorial practice within a film festival. Even at CQF, where 
there is a multitude of simultaneous activities that take place within a screen-
ing, films have a centrality that provide a structure to the event. A historical 
film such as Vingarne necessitates an event curated at a history museum. A 
queer porn performance follows a series of sexually explicit films. The point 
is that films and film screenings become pivotal and implicated in the discur-
sive construction of micro activism at the queer film festival.  

Beyond Commodity Culture 
To further emphasize the importance of films as an incubator of a political 
project, it may be worthwhile to briefly step away from the specific location 
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and context of Swedish queer film festivals and delve into the history of the 
cinematic form itself. One need not be reminded that the evolutionary history 
of film is intrinsically linked to its history as a commodity (Charney & 
Schwartz, 1996). The early pioneers of films were entrepreneurs who created 
a monopoly control over their techniques of filming and projection. They trav-
elled across continents to record and exhibit images as commodified specta-
cles intended to amuse and fascinate audiences. Film scholarship has drawn 
attention to the relationship between cinema and an emergent commodity cul-
ture (see Charney, 1996; Friedberg, 1993; M. Hansen, 1991; Singer, 2001) 
arguing that the evolution of the cinematic form has been an intrinsic part of 
changes associated with urban modernity. Cinema has been implicated in the 
construction of not only modern urban infrastructures, but also new forms of 
fashion, consumption and display (Hansen, 1991). A stronger account of this 
argument has been made by Jonathan Beller (1994) who claims that cinema 
creates value by simulating desire. This argument is also taken forward by 
Zižek, who has famously claimed that “cinema is the ultimate pervert art” be-
cause “it doesn’t give you what you desire,” but instead, “it tells you how to 
desire” (Fiennes, 2006). Some scholars, notably Sean Cubitt, have argued that 
the commodity form is ontologically woven into the fabric of cinema itself 
(Cubitt, 2004). According to him, the study of cinema is also the study of the 
commodity form, and as such the two are inseparable.  

An interesting counter-view to this position is provided by media anthro-
pologist Brian Larkin (2008) in his study of media and urban culture in Nige-
ria. Detailing his vivid account of the history of film development in the west 
African country, Larkin describes that the film pioneers of Nigeria were not 
entrepreneurs, but rather civil servants who were using mobile film units to 
train citizens. These films were screened free of cost across cities, towns and 
villages. Larkin argues that in post-colonial Nigeria, these films were not ori-
ented to create modern subjectivities, but instead the subjects of these films 
were progressive and it was hoped would alter the citizens’ religious subjec-
tivities. The commodity form in this cinema was clearly overshadowed by 
cinema’s relationship to the political project of the Nigerian state. Larkin 
traces several other examples including those of early cinema in Mexico 
which was aligned with the nationalist project of Porfirio Diaz or early Indian 
cinema conceived as an anti-colonialist project by the nationalist Dadasaheb 
Phalke (Chadha et al., 2010).  

Although it is indeed difficult to separate cinema and its commodified 
value, it is not entirely inconceivable to think of instances where its commod-
ity form is not dominant. The two queer film festivals of Sweden are evocative 
examples where cinematic exhibition was removed from its commodified con-
text. Unlike the larger film festivals, which focus on the business of cinema, 
MQF and CQF were primarily positioned as festivals addressing their respec-
tive LGBTQIA+ communities (Loist, 2014). The ticket prices to the festivals 
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were kept as low as possible. Several events at each of the festivals were of-
fered free of cost. The festival organizers spent a protracted amount of time in 
negotiating the price of films and when they were unable to get them inexpen-
sively, the films were simply dropped from the screening. While both MQF 
and CQF did attempt to showcase some local Swedish content, there were no 
film markets or distribution events organized during the film festival.  

In the entire process of the queer film festival, audiences were addressed 
not as consumers but rather as a collective or community with a shared history 
and a collective future. Films were crucial to the discussive construction of 
this address. To this effect, it was cinema which successfully created a socio-
political context that amplified a collective subjectivity and sociality and con-
solidates organizers, volunteers and audiences into a community. 

Core Contributions 
Throughout this thesis, I have argued that queer film festivals are places 
through which the cultural and political lives of LGBTQIA+ persons in Swe-
den become intelligible. I have done this by attempting to understand how 
these queer film festivals mediate the social function of binding LGBTQIA+ 
persons into an imagined community constructed around micro-activist prac-
tices. This ethnographic voyage which I undertook during this research and 
which has culminated in this thesis has along the way made several contribu-
tions which I discuss in this final section. 

Re-thinking Activism 
Theoretically, this research makes new strides in the field of social and polit-
ical theory by proposing micro-activism as a conceptual tool to study contem-
porary practices of resistance. This concept, that builds on previous work by 
Marchart (2018) was discussed in the introduction, but has been articulated 
and nuanced throughout the thesis, looking at rhetorical strategies, the con-
struction of spaces, and the modes and motivations for participation. 

Contemporary “post-rights” democracies, such as Sweden, throw a spanner 
in the works of traditional forms of theorizing political action, such as Mar-
chart’s framework of minimal politics. As I have already discussed, Sweden 
has continually adopted progressive legislation towards recognizing the rights 
of previously marginalized sections of their populations such as LGBTQIA+ 
persons. Even though these sections of the Swedish population continue to 
experience marginalization because their rights are not always translated into 
practices of equal opportunity etc., which in the language of discourse theory 
can be explained as social request, but as a group, they have no (or very few) 
political demands. Further, since the “post-rights” state does not recognize any 
position of opposition to these groups, there are no recognized adversaries. 
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The sole opposition is the antagonistic difference that exists at the level of “the 
political” (Mouffe, 1990). 

The point is that if the logics of the political are necessitated by requests 
transforming into demands, several contemporary practices will be obscured 
from political analysis. This condition is not peculiar to either Sweden or 
LGBTQIA+ communities. As more and more democracies, especially in the 
Western countries adopt progressive legislations for marginalized groups in-
cluding women, persons of colour, religious minorities etc. and transform into 
“post rights” societies, traditional frameworks within which political action is 
understood needs to keep pace with contemporary social developments.  

Micro-activism as a concept is particularly relevant when thinking of “post-
rights” democracies such as Sweden which have, on one hand gone through a 
sustained struggle of granting rights to marginalized groups, yet experiences 
of discrimination and marginalization remain. The multi-perspectives on mi-
cro-activism that I have illustrated through my analysis can become a signifi-
cant approach developing a post-structural account of political action that does 
not manifest as protests or demonstrations, but rather belongs to the domain 
of everyday antagonisms which shape social realities.  

This thesis, by no means, provides a generalized account or the minimum 
criteria that needs to be fulfilled in order for a practice to be construed as mi-
cro-activism. Rather, based on its analysis of the empirical, it has charted out 
a series of practices at the two queer film festivals in Sweden that may be 
understood as micro-activism. 

Deploying Discourse Theory 
The second theoretical contribution of this research relates to the field of dis-
course theory. The subject of this research, i.e., queer film festivals, constitute 
a rare example of construction and workings of a discourse. Examples are 
somewhat short in supply within discourse theory. Laclau and Mouffe have 
often been accused of not providing sufficient examples that illustrate the 
workings of their theoretical concepts (Howarth, 2000). Furthermore, subse-
quent work in discourse theory has often relied on examples from hegemonic 
cases such as nation states, Nazism, populism etc. The example of “queer” 
understood through empirical research at queer film festivals, adds a variation 
to the field of discourse theory that belongs to what must be considered a 
counter-hegemonic project. 

Further, the research has broadly employed the Lacanian inflexed strands 
of discourse theory, particularly the concepts of nodal points, identification, 
fantasy and so on. In this, the research contributes by using the psychoanalyt-
ical leanings of discourse theory to analyse the discursive construction of so-
cial meaning. This speaks to a growing body of scholarship interested in the 
use of Lacanian concepts, both in the disciplines of discourse studies, as well 
as media and communication research.  
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Another important reflection on use of discourse theory in this research is 
on how this complex theoretical framework can be employed in empirical re-
search without putting a complex reality into the straightjacket of an overbear-
ing theoretical framework. During my research, I observed that a meaningful 
understanding of certain concepts (such as hegemony or dislocation) can only 
be maintained at an abstract level, while it is not possible to point to instances 
in the empirical material that can be identified as examples of these concepts. 
This research overcame this problem by privileging certain concepts, as well 
as specific readings of discourse theory, while downplaying concepts that 
were not found relevant for the purpose of analysis. The study is an example 
of how the theoretical framework of discourse theory can continue to be mean-
ingful in media and communications research without activating all of its con-
cepts, to retain the richness and vitality of material gathered by a researcher 
during fieldwork. 

Developing Ethnographic Discourse Analysis  
The use of ethnographic discourse analysis (EDA) as a methodological appa-
ratus for conducting and presenting research, adds to a growing body of liter-
ature in the field of ethnographic discourse studies that merges the historical 
academic traditions of discourse studies and ethnography in a balanced way. 
There are some specific ways in which this research furthered the develop-
ment in this field.  

First, a significant part of ethnographic fieldwork was done through volun-
teering for the queer film festivals. Volunteering as a practice of research 
brings the field of discourse studies closer to ethnography where the notion of 
apprenticeship has held sway. Apprenticeship allows ethnographers with op-
portunities to meld in their field providing them access to emic types of 
knowledge, first-hand pedagogical experience and avenues to acquire cultural 
prurience in what their subjects are doing (Downey, Dalidowicz and Mason, 
2015). Engaging in the organizational work at MQF or as a volunteer at CQF 
became a form of apprenticeship for me as a researcher in the field. This al-
lowed me to, first, bring forth an abundance of the empirical material that I 
gathered, which would not have been possible through simply attending the 
festival as audience, or even being a distant participant in the observational 
process. And second, this entanglement with my subjects also helped me ap-
preciate the work that they do in ways which I could not have imagined with-
out attempting to do those things myself. 

The second aspect of using EDA during this research is the ethnographic 
presentation of empirical findings. By using thick descriptions in the com-
municating the study of queer film festivals, the research was able to underline 
the importance of context in making discursive observations socially mean-
ingful. The ethnographies presented throughout this thesis provide meaningful 
accounts not only of fragments of speech but also of non-linguistic parts of 
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discourses. This is particularly relevant in discourse studies and media and 
communication research, both of which have traditionally employed ethnog-
raphy as a method of data gathering and rarely utilized it in research presen-
tation. The use of ethnographic descriptions in research presentation makes 
this work accessible to not only a broader field of academics situated in disci-
plines outside of media and communication studies, but also to the general 
public outside of academia who may be interested in the subject of film festi-
vals, LGBTQIA+ issues, political engagement etc. 

Re-thinking Film Festivals 
This research is a pioneering study on queer film festivals in Sweden. While 
the study of queer film festival is a broad and expanding academic domain in 
mainland Europe, it has remained underrepresented in the Nordic region. In 
Sweden, there is a small community of researchers studying queer cinema, but 
not specifically the exhibition of queer films and queer film festivals. In this 
regard, this research will be valuable to forthcoming scholars interested in the 
subject as a contemporary history of two significant events in Sweden that 
have influenced and shaped the LGBTQIA+ culture and politics in their re-
spective cities for over a decade. 

Second, even though queer film festivals do not suffer from a lack of schol-
arship across western academia, this research is one of the few which engages 
in a longitudinal engagement with the queer film festivals of Sweden. A long-
term study such as this requires observations over multiple cycles of these 
events, which in the contemporary publishing environment is a luxury that not 
all scholars can afford. The time-frame of doctoral research, however, was 
ideally suited to conduct such a study. This research highlights the contingent 
nature of queer film festivals and emphasises the importance of diverse ap-
proach in studying them as phenomena. 

I have already stated that this work has been presented in an accessible 
manner so that it can be read by people outside of academia. It is an important 
document that evaluates the importance, as well as presents a valuable critique 
of the queer film festivals of Sweden. I hope that in the forthcoming years, 
festival organizers at CQF and MQF use the findings of this research to debate 
and strengthen their own practices. This research can not only be useful to 
queer film festival organizers, but a wide variety of film professionals and 
activists who can meaningfully apply the findings of this research to their own 
practices of cinematic exhibition and community building. 

Finally, the point of this research is to show how cinema and the practices 
of exhibition continue to be relevant despite the ubiquitous presence of images 
in our everyday lives. Through the study of how queer film festivals in Sweden 
curate precarity and construct a LGBTQIA+ community around practices of 
micro-activism, I have demonstrated how watching movies together is not 
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simply a frivolous exercise but plays an important part in shaping a political 
community and the invaluable role that films play in society. 
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Epilogue 

My involvement with the queer film festivals of Sweden has endured after the 
fieldwork was inscribed and interpreted through this dissertation. Even as I 
was analysing the material gathered between 2017-2019, I was in discussion 
with festival organizers about the future of this research and various ways to 
continue and broaden my involvement with the queer film festivals. These 
plans, however, were scattered to the winds in 2020, when the novel corona-
virus Covid-19 held the world in its grips. In this epilogue, I want to pay hom-
age to all the queer film festival organizers and volunteers who have stood 
valiantly through these uncertain times and persevered to bring films to their 
communities. 

MQF was almost ready with its preparations for their next festival sched-
uled from April 17-19. The film program was decided and posters were in 
place for MQF 2020.  On March 17th, the organizers announced that the event 
was either cancelled or postponed. CQF was also hit hard by the consequences 
of the pandemic. The funding that the festival received was reduced by half. 
So were their opportunities to host the festival across several venues in Stock-
holm. 

In the fall, the social spread of infection slowed and cinemas partially re-
sumed their operations. MQF returned with a Queer Film Day on November 
14 which featured their recurring regional short queer film program Local He-
roes, and Walking with Shadows (O’Kelly, 2019), a feature-length adaptation 
of Nigerian novelist Jude Dibia’s novel by the same name. Earlier in October, 
CQF had already opened as Hotel Cinema Queer 2020, taking over an under-
construction hotel and turning it into a single venue spread across several 
rooms at the site. The festival ran for a week with the fifty-persons limits at 
gatherings as recommended by the Swedish Public Health Agency (FHM) and 
hosted a full event. For those who could not attend, access to a digital festival 
was included in the festival pass. 

The resilience of the queer film festivals of Sweden was laudatory. For Q, 
the experience of working on a low budget was an advantage. Lesser resources 
meant greater stability for the festival, which according to Q was “mostly built 
around the commitment of queers”. The MQF, she says will remain, “as long 
as there are queers who want to get involved and ‘do’ the festival”. The sup-
port shown to the queer film festival by the community that it has constructed 
around itself was also the reason behind a successful CQF. A large number of 
volunteers returned to the festival every day of the week and helped set up the 
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festival events. CQF organizers showed resourcefulness in extremely con-
strained circumstances. After autumn, both queer film festivals began gearing 
up for 2021. 
 
The resilience of MQF and CQF affirms what I discussed in my thesis - that 
queer film festivals are relevant in the lives of LGBTQIA+ persons living in 
Sweden. In the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, MQF and CQF have 
shown that films are an antidote to hopelessness and despair. Even as these 
festivals continue to be resilient, it is important that events such as MQF and 
CQF continue to receive public support. It is hard to say what film exhibition 
in the near future will look like. The challenges that lie ahead for these festi-
vals are immense but can be overcome if we recognize their significance and 
continue to engage with them.  
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