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Abstract 

Four years after the Swedish MeToo-movement, ten women who publicly accused men of sexual 

violence have been convicted of the crime defamation. Framed as realizing questions of truth, 

sexual violence and the roles victim and perpetrator, the convictions have caused an extensive and 

polarized debate in Swedish news media. Based on a data-sample of newspaper articles from four of 

the major daily newspapers in Sweden, this study uses feminist critical discourse analysis to study 

the news media coverage of these defamation cases with the aim of investigating if patriarchal 

structures are reproduced in Swedish news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo. 

The results show that patriarchal structures are in fact being reproduced – in three main ways. First 

of all, patriarchal structures are reproduced through the construction of truth as a subjective, internal 

and individual reality that gives men as a group an interpretative prerogative and privilege in 

making truth-claims, compared to women. Secondly, patriarchal structures are reproduced through 

the construction of sexual violence as a subjective experience rather than a fact. Men’s sexual 

violence towards women is depoliticized and de-gendered, rendering the gendered asymmetry of 

the violence invisible. Thirdly, patriarchal structures are reproduced through assigned roles of 

victim and perpetrator. Women who testify about rape are constructed as perpetrators of defamation 

rather than as victims of rape, while men are constructed as victims of defamation rather than as 

perpetrators of rape. The credibility of women who testify about rape is questioned as well as their 

legitimacy as victims of sexual violence. To conclude, the study shows that the news media 

discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo reproduce patriarchal structures as it contributes to a 

systematic privileging of men as a group, and to a systematic disadvantaging of women as a group.  
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Sammanfattning 

Fyra år efter den svenska MeToo-rörelsen har tio kvinnor som offentligt anklagade män för sexuellt 

våld blivit dömda för brottet förtal. Förtalsdomarna har fått omfattande medialt utrymme i svensk 

nyhetsmedia och har väckt en polariserad debatt. Domarna har i nyhetsrapporteringen framställts 

realisera frågor om sanning och sexuellt våld, samt frågor om vem som egentligen är offer och 

förövare i fallen. Baserat på ett material av nyhetsartiklar från fyra av de största rikstäckande 

tidningarna i Sverige studerar denna studie nyhetsrapporteringen om dessa förtalsdomar i syfte att 

undersöka om patriarkala strukturer reproduceras i den mediala diskursen om förtal i kölvattnet av 

MeToo. Resultaten visar att patriarkala strukturer reproduceras på tre olika sätt. För det första 

genom att sanning konstrueras diskursivt som en subjektiv och inre individuell verklighet, vilket ger 

män som grupp ett tolkningsföreträde och privilegium i att leverera sannings-utsagor jämfört med 

kvinnor. För det andra så reproduceras patriarkala strukturer genom att sexuellt våld konstrueras 

diskursivt som en subjektiv upplevelse snarare än en sanning. Mäns sexuella våld mot kvinnor 

avpolitiseras och avkönas vilket gör att den könsasymmetriska aspekten av våldet osynliggörs. För 

det tredje så reproduceras patriarkala strukturer genom hur rollerna offer och förövare tillskrivs. 

Kvinnor som vittnar om våldtäkt framställs som förövare av förtal snarare än som våldtäktsoffer, 

medan män konstrueras som offer för förtal snarare än som våldtäktsmän och förövare. 

Trovärdigheten hos kvinnor som vittnar om våldtäkt ifrågasätts liksom deras legitimitet som offer 

för sexuellt våld. Sammanfattningsvis visar studien att mediediskursen om förtal reproducerar 

patriarkala strukturer genom att den bidrar till ett systematiskt gynnande av män som grupp och 

missgynnande av kvinnor som grupp. 

Nyckelord: Feministisk kritisk diskursanalys, förtal, MeToo 
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1 Introduction 

On October 16th 2017, the Swedish journalist Cissi Wallin published a post on her Instagram-

account where she wrote: ”The powerful media man that drugged and raped me in 2006 is called 

Fredrik Virtanen…” . Inspired by the international MeToo-movement that had exploded when 1

Alyssa Milano the day before encouraged women to share experiences of sexual violence with the 

hashtag #MeToo, Cissi Wallin got the Swedish MeToo-movement rolling. Following her example, 

thousands of women in Sweden published the hashtag on social media, a majority of which never 

named their perpetrators. While initially celebrated as a revolutionary force for gender justice 

(Askanius & Møller Hartley, 2019), the salutations of the Swedish MeToo-movement shifted to a 

focus on the act of public naming. Conflicting representations of Cissi Wallin started to appear in 

Swedish news-media evolving around questions of truth and guilt: Was her accusation really true? 

Did the public naming of Fredrik Virtanen make her a victim or a perpetrator? 

In Sweden there is a law of defamation that regulates what kind of claims about a person that are 

legal to publicly spread. The Swedish Criminal Code (SFS 1962:700 Brottsbalken) states that ”A 

person who identifies someone as being a criminal or as having a reprehensible way of life, or 

otherwise provides information liable to expose that person to the contempt of others is guilty of 

defamation ” (5 kap. 1 §). Today, almost four years after the Swedish MeToo-autumn, ten women 2

who publicly shared stories of sexual violence in such a way that the accused men could be 

identified, have been convicted of defamation – including Cissi Wallin (Wanngård, 2021). These 

defamation convictions have raised an extensive and polarized debate in Swedish news media. On 

one hand, the verdicts have been criticized to punish women who speak up about sexual violence 

(Ekis Ekman, 2019) and on the other hand the verdicts have been welcomed, framed as protecting 

the legal society supposedly threatened by the public namings (Helmerson, 2019).  

To distribute information can be seen as one of the main functions of news media in society. Within 

critical discourse analysis however, the idea that news media is simply distributing information is 

problematized (Fairclough, 1995, p. 45). News media is instead understood as possessing a 

particular power to influence values, beliefs and social identities within society through its power to 

 A complete version of the post is available at Cissi Wallin’s public instagram account. 1

 The citation is from the present english translation of the criminal code, published in 2019 and available at 2

www.government.se. 
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represent things in particular ways (Fairclough, 1995, p. 2). It is these representations that are of 

interest for this study that will look at news media discourse – news media’s representation of 

aspects of the world (c.f. Fairclough, 2003, p. 124). Operating within the broader social system of 

society, the news media discourse studied is at the same time affected by, and affecting, power 

structures within it (Fairclough, 1995, p. 12). Using feminist critical discourse analysis, this study 

will examine news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo in order to investigate if a 

particular form of power structure – patriarchal structures – are reproduced in Swedish news media 

discourse.  

1.1 Aim and research questions 

This study uses feminist critical discourse analysis to study Swedish newspaper articles published 

between October 2017 and April 2020 that cover the defamation cases following MeToo. The aim 

of the study is to investigate if, and how, patriarchal structures are reproduced in Swedish news 

media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo. 

The aim is operationalized through the three following research questions:  

• How is truth constructed in news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo? 

• How is sexual violence constructed in news media discourse on defamation in the wake of 

MeToo? 

• How are the roles victim and perpetrator ascribed to women who testify about rape, and to men 

accused of rape, in news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo? 

1.2 Disposition  

The study is divided into seven main passages. First, a literature review will be presented 

introducing previous research within the field. Then, the theoretical framework used in the study 

will be outlined. The methodology used will be then be presented and discussed. This passage will 

include a critical reflection on the methodological approach, an account of the data and data 

sampling procedure, a description of the procedure of analysis, ethical considerations and a 

discussion of validity and reliability. The analysis and results of the study will then be presented. 

Finally, the results will be summarized in relation to the study’s research questions and discussed in 

relation to previous research, theoretical framework, methodology and future research. In the end of 
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the essay a list of the references used will be presented, followed by an appendix including a list of 

the newspaper articles studied.  
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2 Literature review 

The purpose of the literature review that will be presented in the following passage is twofold. The 

first purpose is to provide a historical, political and social context to the present study and the 

academic field it is situated within. The second purpose is to show that there is a research gap that 

this study aims to fill. As this study is both sociological and part of an interdisciplinary field 

concerning men’s violence against women, the research that will be presented represents various 

academic disciplines and will be introduced in three main thematic sections. To begin with, a 

general background regarding men’s sexual violence against women will be presented. Then, a 

historical, political and social context of how sexual violence has been handled in Swedish society 

will be given, together with a presentation of research regarding prevalence of sexual violence in 

Sweden. Finally, research of the feminist movement and the MeToo-movement will be presented, 

leading to a discussion of the research gap that this study will attempt to fill.  

2.1 Men’s sexual violence against women 

International reports show that men’s violence against women is a serious societal problem world 

wide and that women of all ages and in all social groups are subjected to violence by men (World 

Health Organization [WHO], 2013). The United Nations declares that men’s violence against 

women constitutes a violation of human rights and demands forceful interventions to stop the 

violence (United Nations [UN], 1993). By signing the Council of Europe’s Convention on 

preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence (Europarådet, 2011), 

Sweden has undertaken to work for the abolition of all kinds of discrimination against women and 

and to protect women from all kinds of violence. Ending men’s violence against women is also 

included in Sweden’s gender equality politics, formulated as one of six political goals aimed at 

achieving a society where men and women have the same power to build their own lives and shape 

society (Regeringen, 2016). Abolishing men’s violence against women is thus an outspoken 

political ambition both on an international and national level.  

The violence women are exposed to is often divided into different subcategories. The World Health 

Organization (WHO) identifies four main types of violence: neglect, physical, psychological and 

sexual violence, where sexual violence is defined as:  

4



”[A]ny sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or 

advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed, against a person’s sexuality using 

coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting, 

including but not limited to home and work” (Krug, Dahlberg, Mercy, Zwi & Lozano, 

2002, p. 149).  

The focus of the definition is on the coercion and the non-consensual character of the sexual actions 

or advances. The coercion may, according to WHO, be of a physical character or coercion from 

threat or fear and may also be about the exposed person being unable to give consent, for example 

due to drug effects, unconsciousness etcetera (Krug et al., 2002).  

While these kinds of definitions of sexual violence are necessary in order to highlight and clarify 

the boundary between sex and violence, research on sexual violence suggests that the fixed 

boundaries around violence typologies can be problematic (Kelly, 1988; Lundgren, 2012; Fileborn 

& Phillips, 2019). Criminologists Bianca Fileborn and Nickie Phillips argue that the dominating 

understanding of sexual violence tends to describe events in a dualistic way in the sense that an 

event can be classified as violence or not. These classifications are often based on so called ”rape 

myths” – stereotypical notions of what ”real” sexual violence is. These myths produce a narrow 

understanding of what sexual violence is and tend to limit the understanding of rape to the 

stereotypical assault rape where physical violence is used, the victim uses physical resistance and 

the attacker is unknown to the victim. This image of sexual violence is however seldom represented 

in reality and a dimensional understanding of sexual violence may hence be more appropriate 

(Fileborn & Phillips, 2019, p. 102-103). One of the most commonly used dimensional concepts of 

violence in research on sexual violence is the sociologist Liz Kelly’s concept of violence as a 

continuum. The purpose of describing violence as a continuum rather than as separate and mutually 

exclusive categories is to capture the range of sexual violence that women are exposed to. The 

concept also comes with an understanding that the violence across the continuum, from sexual 

harassment to rape, is the same kind of violence (Kelly, 1988, p. 75-76).  

This notion of sexual violence as interwoven in more commonly occurring or ”mundane” instances 

of sexism is also supported by research showing that many women experience a ”grey area” 

between sex and sexual violence, suggesting that the hegemonic discourse of sex and sexual 

violence as radically different phenomena may be problematic (Gavey, 1992; Powell, 2008; 
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Gunnarsson, 2018). For example, in a study of sex and consent Lena Gunnarson shows that 

discourses of sexual violence often do not correspond to experiences of sexual violence, which may 

cause individuals to view sexual violence as ”just sex” even when elements of coercion have been 

present (Gunnarsson, 2018). As Kelly suggests, a dimensional understanding of violence may help 

women to interpret experiences of sexual violence as violence without having to define them as a 

specific type of sexual violence (Kelly, 1988, p. 157). Other studies also show that it can be a long 

process to categorize oneself as exposed to violence – women that are exposed to violence tend to 

diminish the violence they are subjected to and to not define themselves as subjected to violence 

even though that is the case (Holmberg & Enander, 2011; Brännvall, 2016). 

2.2 Sexual violence in Swedish society 

Since 2018, the Swedish law on sexual offenses is based on the principle of consent. This implies 

that all sexual acts should be voluntary for all parties involved and that it is each party’s 

responsibility to make sure to asses that the other person is participating in the sexual act voluntary 

(Prop. 2017/18:177). Despite being a country with progressive laws on sexual offenses, studies 

show that about twenty percent of the women in Sweden have been exposed to severe sexual 

violence any time in their lives (Nationellt Centrum för Kvinnofrid [NCK], 2014), and about ten 

percent of women report having been subjected to sexual crime seen to a one year prevalence 

(Brottsförebyggande Rådet [Brå], 2019). For men the same studies show that five percent of men in 

Sweden have been exposed to severe sexual violence in their lives (NCK, 2014) and about one and 

a half percent of the men report having been subjected to sexual crime during the last year (Brå, 

2019). That the violence is gender asymmetrical in the sense that most of the victims of the violence 

are women while most of the perpetrators of the violence are men, is shown in both national and 

international studies (WHO 2009; European Union Agency for Fundamental rights [FRA], 2014; 

NCK, 2014; Walby & Towers, 2018; Brå, 2020).  

Despite the sexual violence that women are subjected to, Sweden is often considered to be a gender 

equal country. A recent report made by the Swedish Gender Equality Agency shows that a group of 

men and women believe Sweden to be completely gender equal. Twelve percent of the men and five 

percent of the women participating in the study agree completely with the statement that Swedish 

society is gender equal, whereas forty-two and twenty-six percent of men and women respectively 

regard the statement to be correct to a high degree (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, 2021). On the 
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Swedish national webpage  equality is described as one of the nation’s core values and Sweden’s 3

reputation as a gender equality role model is emphasized. The current Swedish government has 

further declared itself to be the first feminist government in the world . This image of Sweden as a 4

gender equal country is also common internationally. Nina Lykke shows that even negative 

discourses of Sweden as governed by gender equality fundamentalism contributes to the discursive 

construction of Sweden as exceptionally gender equal (Lykke, 2016). This national self-image of 

being gender equal has further been suggested to result in an unwillingness to acknowledge the 

extent of the sexual violence that men subject women to in Sweden (Wendt, 2012).  

2.2.1 A structural or individual problem?  

That the question of men’s violence against women is a topic with a polarizing effect is shown by 

the political scientist Maria Wendt (2002) who studies how the question has been dealt with in 

Swedish politics during the years 1930-2000 through a discourse analysis of political publications. 

Wendt shows that the question has been characterized by political struggles of whether to 

understand the violence as a private or public question and as a structural or individual problem 

(Wendt, 2002, p. 209). On one hand, Wendt argues, a certain amount of sexual violence has 

historically been seen as normal and as a natural part of heterosexual marriage. Some violence was 

for example considered normal for men to use in order to claim their sexual rights from their 

sexually inhibited wives before rape within marriage was officially criminalized in 1965 which 

legally denounciated this view (Wendt, 2002, p. 52). On the other hand, Wendt shows that sexual 

violence has been discursively constructed as something abnormal through an understanding of 

sexual violent men as deviants, mentally ill, alcoholics or social outcasts (Wendt, 2002, p. 209).  

Understandings of violent men as socially deviant and abnormal have primarily been advocated by 

researchers within individual and social psychology. The psychologist Per Isdal argues that sexual 

violence is a psychological problem primarily based in feelings of powerlessness and sexual 

insecurity where sexually violent behavior becomes a way of regaining control (Isdal, 2017, p. 34). 

Violent men are, within this view, understood as deviating in the sense that they have psychological 

problems. Sexual violence is further suggested to be a problem of psychologically deviant 

individuals rather than problematic structures – suggesting an understanding of sexual violence as 

an individual rather than a structural problem.  

 Sweden’s national webpage: www.sweden.se.3

 This is declared at the official webpage of the Government of Sweden: www.government.se.4
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Structural understandings of sexual violence have primarily been advocated by feminists. During 

the 1970s American radical feminists such as Susan Brownmiller and Kate Millet argued that the 

American society is a patriarchy distinguished by the enchainment of power and sexuality (Millet, 

1970/2012), where rape is used against women as a form of social control that enables men as a 

group to keep their dominating position over women (Brownmiller, 1975/1993). In Sweden, the 

sociologist and theologist Eva Lundgren has often been seen as a main representative of the radical 

feminist perspective. Lundgren argues that men’s violence against women ought to be understood as 

”normalized” in four ways. First of all, she argues that the violence is normal in the sense of being 

commonly occurring. Secondly, she argues that the violence is socially normal in the sense that the 

perpetrators of violence are socially well adapted men, and that the violence is exercised in socially 

normal contexts. Thirdly, the violence is culturally normal as it is connected to normal gender roles 

that connects violence with masculinity, and sexuality with male dominance and female 

subordination. Fourthly, the violence is normal in the sense of being a part of the normal power 

imbalance between the sexes (Lundgren, 2004, p. 19). 

2.3 The feminist movement 

To promote an understanding of sexual violence as a structural rather than individual question has 

been part of the agenda of the women’s movement since the 1970s where feminists fought for 

women’s rights under slogans such as ”the personal is political.” In Sweden, the women’s 

movement of the 1970s led to the development of the women’s shelter movement which was the 

fastest growing social movement in Sweden during the 1980s. The movement was built on the idea 

of creating separate spaces for women where to meet and develop, with the aim of creating a 

sisterhood with the strength to put an end to the oppression of women in society (Nilsson & 

Lövkrona, 2015, p. 63). The movement has historically been an important actor fighting for societal 

change and women’s rights but has, as long as it has existed, faced resistance. The movement has 

been called man-hating and militant, and feminist activists have been called ugly, rabid, extreme, 

and unladylike (Nilsson & Lövkrona, 2015, p. 169). Seen in the light of this historical context, the 

criticism that the Swedish MeToo-movement gained from some directions does not appear very 

surprising.  
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2.3.1 The MeToo-movement 

Sexual violence is, according to the criminologists Bianca Fileborn and Rachel Loney-Howes 

(2019), a polarizing subject. On one hand, it evokes indignation and is morally rejected by both 

politicians and the public. On the other hand, women who have been exposed to sexual violence are 

consequently questioned by friends, family, the police and the public. Many are accused of lying 

and are not accepted as trustworthy victims. Some are accused of being responsible themselves for 

the violence they have been exposed to. The MeToo-movement, Fileborn and Loney-Howes argue, 

shows how severe the problem of men’s sexual violence against women is and ought to be 

understood as a part of a broader agenda of the feminist movement to challenge the view that 

perpetrators of sexual violence are a small group of men consisting of socially and psychologically 

deviant men (Fileborn & Loney-Howes, 2019). 

While the MeToo-movement contributed to an increased understanding and trust for victims of 

sexual violence, researchers argue that many have tried to prevent the view of sexual violence from 

being expanded (Fileborn & Phillips, 2019). Liz Kelly has previously claimed that men as a group, 

in the capacity of perpetrators, have an interest in limiting the definition of sexual violence. She 

argues that as long as women cannot name the violence they are exposed to as violence, men cannot 

be held responsible for this violence (Kelly, 1988, p. 156). In the same way, Fileborn and Phillips 

maintain that the MeToo-movement, rather than having gone ”too far” as critics claim, has not gone 

far enough to expand the idea of what sexual violence is (Fileborn & Phillips, 2019). 

The MeToo-movement can thus on one hand be understood as part of the feminist project to call 

attention to, and to expand the view of, sexual violence that has been central within the feminist 

movement since the 1970s. At the same time, MeToo can be understood as unique in its global 

reach, facilitated by the digitalization of recent decades. Rob Cover (2019) argues that the 

movement is part of an internet culture that gives individuals own platforms through which to 

express their opinions without access to traditional media. This is a development that Cover argues 

has increased in parallell with the growth of a special type of populism that is skeptical towards the 

role of older institutions, such as the legal system, in deciding what ought to count as abuse (Cover, 

2019, p. 301). A study of the lived experience of women participating in feminist hashtag 

campaigns against sexual violence further suggests that hashtag activism on digital platforms allow 

women to develop a feminist consciousness – allowing them to see sexual violence as a structural 

rather than individual problem (Mendes, Ringrose & Keller, 2018). Some of the criticism directed 
9



towards the MeToo-movement has also centered around its digital format, accusing the movement 

of being part of a lazy online-activism – ”slacktivism” (Mendes & Ringrose, 2019).  

2.3.2 Research on the Swedish MeToo-movement 

The international scholarly interest in the MeToo-movement has been considerable. A search for 

”Metoo” on Google Scholar May 18th 2021 results in 42 200 results, representing studies within 

various academic disciplines such as law, social science, media studies, and public health studies. 

Some only mention MeToo in passing while others study the movement in its own right. A search 

for ”Metoo AND Sweden” results in 3490 results, many of which are student essays. While the 

Swedish MeToo-movement has been studied within media and journalism studies (Askanius & 

Moller Harley, 2019; 2020; Hansson et al., 2020; Pollack 2019), as well as within gender studies 

(Lilja & Johansson, 2018; Nilsson & Lundgren, 2021), there are currently no sociological studies 

investigating the Swedish MeToo-movement. While the study at hand does not cover the Swedish 

MeToo-movement in its own right, it will be argued that it contributes with a sociological 

perspective of one aspect of the MeToo-movement – the discourse on defamation in the wake of the 

MeToo.  

Research on the Swedish MeToo-movement shows that the MeToo-movement in Sweden gained a 

lot of attention and legitimacy compared to its Nordic neighbors. A comparison of the news 

coverage of the MeToo-movement in Sweden and Denmark shows that the general response to the 

movement was more positive in Sweden than in Denmark, which may have been affected by the 

fact that many politicians in Sweden publicly announced their support for the movement (Askanius 

& Møller Hartley, 2019). Another factor for the positive response and fast growth of the movement 

in Sweden may have been that a similar online feminist hashtag campaign had circulated in Sweden 

a few years earlier – #prataomdet – which means ”talk about it,” referring to sexual violence 

(Pollack, 2019). 

Media studies analyzing the media coverage of the MeToo-movement in Sweden show that the 

movement was framed in several different ways in Swedish news media. In a qualitative framing 

analysis of newspaper articles, Askanius and Møller Hartley (2019) identify four different media 

framings of the MeToo-movement. While sometimes being framed simply as an online campaign 

connecting individuals and networks, it is also framed as part of a broader social movement for 

gender justice. The more negative framings of the movement includes portrayals of MeToo as an 
10



irrelevant campaign fueled by political correctness and framings of the movement as being a 

kangaroo-court and a witch-hunt against innocent men. This kind of framing of the MeToo-

movement in negative ways can be understood as an active form of resistance through 

misrepresentation of the movement with the aim of undermining its credibility (Brynjarsdottir, 

2021). Further, a qualitative content analysis of how petition groups within the MeToo-movement 

framed sexual harassment when using news media to shape public opinion, shows that sexual 

violence is framed as a violation of human rights rather than as a violation of women’s rights, and 

as a problem of power abuse rather than misogyny (Hansson et al., 2020). 

Regarding the notion of objectivity in the news media coverage of the movement, a study on the 

self-perceived roles of journalists covering the MeToo-movement in Sweden and Denmark shows 

that journalists to varying degrees felt torn between ideals of impartiality and ideals of a more 

problem-solving and value-driven approach (Askanius & Møller Hartley, 2020). Interesting enough, 

the ideal of objectivity was described by the journalists participating in the study as solved by 

”balanced reporting” which tended to imply making more room for the accused men. A similar 

American study comparing the news coverage of two MeToo-cases in New York Times and 

Washington post shows that most stories are framed from the point of view of the perpetrator 

(Cuklanz, 2020).  

While the studies presented have investigated general aspects and news media framings of the 

Swedish MeToo-movement, this study will look more specifically at questions of power. The study 

will investigate if patriarchal structures are reproduced in Swedish news media discourse by 

studying the news media coverage of the defamation cases connected to the MeToo-movement. The 

news media coverage of these cases has not been previously studied and this study will thus 

contribute to knowledge about the social aftermath of the Swedish MeToo-movement, as well as to 

knowledge about reproductions of patriarchal structures in Swedish news media discourse.  
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3 Theoretical framework 

In order to investigate if, and how, patriarchal structures are reproduced in news media discourse on 

defamation in the wake of MeToo, the feminist critical discourse analysis developed by Michelle 

Lazar (2005; 2007) will be used. Feminist critical discourse analysis (henceforth referred to as 

FCDA) brings critical discourse analysis and feminist theory together and constitutes a theoretical 

and methodological unity. FCDA will be used as both a theoretical and a methodological framework 

for this study. The theoretical framework of FCDA will be applied in order to understand if, and 

how, patriarchal structures are reproduced in news media discourse and the methodological 

framework of FCDA will be used to guide the analytical approach and to provide analytical 

concepts through which to analyze the material. In this passage the theoretical framework of FCDA  

will be introduced, and in the preceding passage on methodology the methodological framework of 

FCDA will be presented.  

3.1 Feminist critical discourse analysis  

Aimed at revealing how patriarchal structures are discursively reproduced and challenged, FCDA 

provides a theoretical framework well suited for the purpose of this study which is to examine if, 

and how, patriarchal structures are reproduced in news media discourse on defamation in the wake 

of MeToo. In this section the theoretical framework of FCDA will be presented through a general 

introduction of what FCDA is, followed by a presentation of the concepts discourse, power and 

patriarchal structures. As the concepts are presented, the usage of the concepts in this study will also 

be specified and explained.  

In developing FCDA, Lazar combines feminist theory with critical discourse analysis (primarily the 

approach developed by Norman Fairclough). Sharing the critical investigation of power structures 

and the ambition for social justice, Lazar argues that combining the two into an explicit feminist 

critical discourse analysis may result in the advancement of a ”rich and nuanced understanding of 

the complex workings of power and ideology in discourse in sustaining (hierarchically) gendered 

social arrangements” (Lazar, 2007, p. 141). The aim of FCDA is to reveal how such hierarchically 

gendered social structures – patriarchal structures – are discursively reproduced and challenged. 

The basic assumption is that discursive productions have material and social consequences and are 

of interest from a feminist perspective because of their effects on the material and social contexts 

conditioning women’s lives. The central concern is therefore to provide a critical analysis of 
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discourses that sustain patriarchal structures, with the purpose of effecting social transformation 

towards a just society in which ”gender does not predetermine or mediate our relationships with 

others, or our sense of who we are or might become” (Lazar, 2007, p. 145). 

FCDA is, like other forms of discourse analysis, a theoretical and methodological unity that stresses 

the role of language in making sense of the world around us (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, 2000, p. 

10). The critical realist perspective of FCDA can be placed in the intersection of a realist and social 

constructionist perspective. On one hand it acknowledges that there is a real or ’natural’ world out 

there, that exists independently of how we as humans perceive it. On the other hand it 

acknowledges the anti-essentialist approach of social constructionism when it comes to the ’social’ 

world and views objects, subjects, identities, relations and structures as ’socially constructed’ – 

produced and reproduced in social interaction (Fairclough, 2013, p. 4). The ontological and 

epistemological assumptions of the approach provide a well suited theoretical base for the critical 

study of discourse that this study is aimed at undertaking since it acknowledges the connection 

between the ’real’ in the sense of ’material’ world and the social world – assuming an interplay 

between the two through forms of social practice such as language usage.  

3.1.1 Discourse 

What is a discourse then? A discourse can simply put be defined as a specific way to speak about 

and understand the world (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, 2000, p. 7), but the definitions of 

discourse vary across different approaches. The concept of discourse used in FCDA is based on 

Norman Fairclough’s conceptualization of discourse. Fairclough uses discourse in two ways 

(Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, 2000, p. 72). One one hand he uses discourse to refer to social 

practices involving the usage of language in general (Fairclough, 1995, p. 54). On the other hand, 

he uses discourse as a noun – a discourse – to refer to a specific way of describing the world trough 

language: ”ways of representing aspects of the world – the processes, relations and structures of the 

material world, the ’mental world’ of thoughts, feelings, beliefs and so forth, and the social 

world” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 124). Aspects of the world may be represented in different ways and 

different discourses thus constitute different perspectives of the world – different ways of 

understanding it. These different understandings may have concrete social consequences as 

”discourse contributes to the creation and constant recreation of the relations, subjects (…) and 

objects which populate the social world” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 59). This gives discourse a 
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performative character – it does not only reflect the world, it changes it (Winther Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2000, p. 15).  

A basic premise of FCDA is that discourse and social structures are connected. FCDA views social 

structures as constructed in social interaction, but also acknowledges the constraining character of 

structures on social action (Lazar, 2007). While contributing to the construction of the social 

structures, discourses are understood to be restricted by social structures – structures that determine 

what utterances and world views that are possible (Fairclough, 2013, p. 59). The relationship 

between discourse and social structures is thus understood as a dialectic one; ”Discourse is shaped 

by structures, but also contributes to shaping and reshaping them, to reproducing and transforming 

them” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 59). When discourses reproduce or challenge social structures, they are 

said to be ideologically invested (Fairclough, 2013, p. 67). Ideologies are ”ways of representing 

aspects of the world (…) that contribute to establishing or sustaining unequal relations of 

power” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 8). Discourse embodies particular ideologies and discourse is within 

FCDA seen as ”a site of struggle, where forces of social (re)production and contestation are played 

out” (Lazar, 2005, p. 4). 

The discourse of news media is of particular interest within critical discourse analysis. News media 

discourse is understood to possess a particular power to influence knowledge, values, and social 

identities and relations, through constructing things in particular ways (Fairclough, 1995, p. 2). 

Mass media is seen as operating within a social system that it at the same time is influenced by, and 

influencing. Power relations such as relations of class and gender are, according to Fairclough, at 

the same time affecting and being affected by discursive constructions in news media discourse 

(Fairclough, 1995, p. 12). The interest of critical discourse analysis in discourse such as news media 

discourse is the relation between language usage and the material and social world – the social 

causes and effects of texts (Fairclough, 2013, p. 212). Fairclough argues that ”because texts are both 

socially-structuring and socially structured, we must examine not only how texts generate meaning 

and thereby help to generate social structure but also how the production of meaning is itself 

constrained by emergent non-semiotic features of social structure” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 206). 

In this study, the concept of discourse will be used both as a theoretical concept and a 

methodological concept. Theoretically, this study’s interest in discourse is based on the assumption 

of its performativity – the interested in studying news media discourse is based on the theoretical 
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assumption that how the world is discursively constructed in news media affects the world. Based 

on Fairclough’s definition of discourse that has been presented above, this study defines discourse 

as ways of representing aspects of the world through language. 

3.1.2 Power and patriarchal structures 

On one hand the concept of power incorporated into FCDA builds on a Foucauldian conception of 

power that views power as being ”everywhere,” but on the other hand FCDA approaches power as a 

question of dominance. Lazar (2007) uses the Gramscian concept of hegemony in her view of 

power, defined by Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999, p. 24) as ”relations of domination based upon 

consent rather than coercion, involving the naturalization of practices and their social relations as 

well as relations between practices, as matters of common sense.” The result is a view of power as 

relations of domination that works through ideological means. This means that domination takes 

place implicitly, through the constant discursive re-enactment of ideological assumptions which 

gives them a commonsensical character and make them appear as natural (Fairclough, 2013, p. 67). 

Lazar argues that this taken-for-grantedness of ideological assumptions obscures the power 

imbalances and inequality involved (Lazar, 2007).  

Gender is within FCDA seen from a structural feminist perspective as ”an ideological structure that 

divides people into two classes, men and women, based on a hierarchical relation of domination and 

subordination, respectively” (Lazar, 2007, p. 146). This gender ideology is hegemonic in the sense 

that it often does not appear as domination (Lazar, 2007). Further, patriarchal structures are within 

FCDA understood as ”relations of power that systematically privilege men as a social group, and 

disadvantage, exclude, and disempower women as a social group” (Lazar, 2007, p. 145). Patriarchal 

structures are, according to FCDA, reproduced through ideologically invested discourses that 

represent gendered social practices, relationships and identities in ways that contribute to the re-

enactment of such gendered power relations (Lazar, 2007). 

Based on the view of power and patriarchal structures presented above, this study defines power as 

relations of domination, and patriarchal structures as relations of power that systematically privilege 

men as a social group and disadvantage women as a social group. In the analysis, the theoretical 

concepts and the feminist perspective of FCDA presented in this section, will be used to investigate 

if patriarchal structures are reproduced in news media discourse. In the analysis the concepts 

discourse, power and patriarchal structures will be used theoretically to understand and explain the 
15



material. The critical realist perspective of the theoretical framework will also be used to argue that 

the discursive constructions that are presented in the analysis have ’real’ social implications. Before 

moving on to the analysis however, the methodological approach will be presented.  
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4 Methodology 

For the purpose of investigating if, and how, patriarchal structures are reproduced in Swedish news 

media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo, the qualitative discourse analytical approach 

FCDA is used. The approach is used in this study both as a theoretical and methodological 

framework, and in the preceding section the application of FCDA as a theoretical framework was 

explained. In this section the methodological implications of the approach for the study will be 

presented. The passage is divided into five parts. First, a critical reflection on the methodological 

approach will be presented. Then, the data sampling procedure and the procedure for the analysis 

will be accounted for, followed by a reflection on ethical considerations, and a discussion on 

validity and reliability.  

4.1 Critical reflections on the methodological approach 

Discourse analysis as a methodological approach is concerned with the role of language in shaping 

our understanding of aspects of the world, such as the defamation cases treated in this study. The 

critical discourse analytical perspective of FCDA allows for a critical investigation of workings of 

power in discourse. Together with the feminist perspective of the approach it constitutes a 

theoretical and methodological unity well suited for the study’s aim of investigating if, and how, 

patriarchal structures are reproduced in news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo. 

In this section the methodological implications of FCDA for the study will discussed. 

To begin with, I would like to point out that the analysis undertaken in this study is not aimed at 

unveiling any reality beyond the discourse studied, it is concerned with the investigation of how 

reality is discursively constructed. However, the interest in discursive constructions as research 

objects rests on the assumption that discourse may at the same time reflect, and produce, non-

discursive realities due to the performative  character of discourse. The basic assumption 5

underlying this study is thus the notion that discourse as a study object has a social scientific value 

in that it may reflect, and at the same time produce, larger social and material structures – assuming 

an interplay between discursive social practice on a micro-level and social structures on a macro-

level.  

 For an explanation of performativity, revisit the theory section. 5
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I would also like to discuss the implication of the social constructionist approach embedded in the 

critical realist perspective of FCDA  for this study. I consider the social constructionist approach to 6

be the essential methodological premise of this study since it implicates an understanding of 

knowledge as socially constructed. Following a feminist tradition that problematizes the very notion 

of scientific neutrality, Lazar argues that all knowledge ought to be understood as socially 

constructed and valuationally based (Lazar, 2005, p. 6). FCDA research does therefore not pretend 

to produce ”neutral” knowledge, but instead makes its biases explicit and part of its argument 

(Lazar, 2005, p. 6). This social constructionist view of knowledge means rejecting the idea that 

there would be a neutral position from which to study the world, it argues that there is no ”view 

from nowhere” to use the expression of the sociologist John Law (2004). The social constructionist 

notion of knowledge is important for my study since it, through acknowledging that all knowledge 

is positioned, allows me to use my positionality as a strength. Adopting a feminist perspective 

allows me to see certain things – to make certain realities in my material visible (c.f. Law, 2004). 

To conclude, FCDA as a methodological approach has two implications for the knowledge this 

study aims to produce. First of all, it means that it will only aim at producing knowledge about how 

reality is discursively constructed. Second of all, it means that it will approach the material from an 

explicit feminist perspective and not claim that the knowledge produced is neutral of value-free. On 

the contrary, the feminist critical discourse analysis undertaken in this study is explicitly aimed at 

criticizing discourses that reproduce patriarchal structures – relations of power that systematically 

privilege men as a social group and disadvantage women as a social group.  

4.2 Data 

In the following section the data used in this study will be presented. First, the data sampling 

procedure will be accounted for, and then the data sample will be described.  

4.2.1 Data sampling procedure 

The data consists of 98 newspaper articles from four newspapers: Expressen, Aftonbladet, Dagens 

Nyheter (DN) and Svenska Dagbladet (SvD). The four newspapers have been chosen since they are 

four of the largest nationwide daily newspapers in Sweden edition-wise  and thus reach out to a 7

considerable part of the population on a daily basis. Moreover, since the newspapers have different 

 The critical realist perspective of FCDA is presented in section 3.1 Feminist critical discourse analysis. 6

 For circulation figures visit www.mediafacts.se. 7
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political profiles (Expressen is liberal, Aftonbladet social democratic, DN liberal and SvD liberal 

conservative ), they together cover a broad audience and reach out to diverse groups in the 8

population. Considering this, the selected newspapers can be seen to constitute important actors in 

Swedish news media and are thus well suited to represent the news media discourse that this study 

aims to investigate. 

The news articles were gathered and downloaded from the digital news archive Retriever Research 

(Mediearkivet) where full-text articles from the newspapers are available. They were selected from 

a time period reaching from October 15th 2017, that is the start of the MeToo-movement treated in 

this essay, to March 11th 2021 which was the date the data was retrieved. The search phrase used 

was [(metoo* OR ”me too”) AND förtal*] which aimed at including different formulations used to 

describe the MeToo-movement combined with the word for defamation in Swedish (”förtal”). In 

total a number of 3373 hits were received before being narrowed down to only include the four 

selected newspapers which resulted in 563 hits. Of those, 318 were news articles published online 

on the news papers’ webpages and 245 were articles published in the printed versions of the news 

papers. Going through the articles, it became clear that the articles published online were mainly 

duplicates of the ones published in print. I called the newspapers’ customer service to ask if the 

content differed between their online and printed versions of the newspapers and they confirmed 

that the content is the same. In order to avoid duplicates I thus decided to only include articles from 

the printed version of the news papers.  

Taking a closer look at the 245 articles published in print, articles that were not relevant for the 

study were sorted out (such as articles that were about defamations charges against news papers and 

TV-channels, news regarding defamation charges in other countries and book-review articles). This 

resulted in a final sample of 98 articles. The sampled articles were published between October 18th 

2017 and April 19th 2020, the articles attained in the search result before and after those dates were 

not relevant for this study. The distribution of news articles between each newspaper and year of 

publication will be presented in the next section.  

To conclude, the sampled newspaper articles used as data in this study are limited to the four 

newspapers Expressen, Aftonbladet, DN and SvD, and to the time period October 2017 to April 

 For information about the newspapers’ political profiles visit their webpages: www.expressen.se, www.aftonbladet.se, 8

www.dn.se, www.svd.se. 
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2020. The choice to only look at these four newspapers was based on the time-frame for the project 

that made me limit the data to a sample-size that was manageable for this time-frame. While I in my 

data sampling procedure went through all articles connected to MeToo and defamation published in 

the four newspapers between October 15th 2017 to March 11th 2021 when the data was retrieved, I 

did not receive any hits on relevant articles published after April 19th 2020. Worth noting though, is 

that the question of defamation connected to MeToo has gained renewed media interest in Sweden 

this spring, after the date that the data was retrieved. However, due to the time limit of the project, 

no articles published after March 11th 2021 were added to the sample. 

4.2.2 The data sample 

The data sample consists of 98 articles, of which 35 are published in Expressen, 24 in Aftonbladet, 

20 in DN and 19 in SvD. The distribution of the articles between the newspapers and year of 

publication is presented in Table 1 below. Of the four newspapers, Expressen stands out as the one 

having published the highest amount of articles, while the other three have given the defamation-

cases approximately the same amount of media coverage. A majority of the total number of articles 

are published in 2019, namely 55 percent. 

Table 1. Number of articles distributed between each newspaper and year of publication.  

The sections in which the articles are published varies somewhat between the newspapers. In 

Expressen 68 percent of the articles are published in the news-section, 24 percent in the culture-

section and the remaining 8 percent are distributed between entertainment and editorials. In 

Aftonbladet a majority of the articles are evenly distributed between the news-section and the 

culture-section (38 percent in each section), while the remaining 24 percent are distributed between 

the entertainment-section and the columnist-section. In SvD the articles are somewhat evenly 

Expressen Aftonbladet DN SvD Total no. of 
articles

2017 3 4 1 3 11

2018 8 7 5 6 26

2019 21 12 14 8 54

2020 3 1 0 2 6

Total no. of 
articles

35 24 20 19 98
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distributed between the news-section (53 percent) and the culture-section (47 percent). A similar 

distribution is found in DN where 50 percent of the articles are published in the news-section, 40 

percent in the culture-section, and 10 percent in the editorial-section. Worth noting is that while 

only a small amount of the articles are published in the newspapers’ editorial sections, about half of 

the total number of articles in the sample (45 percent) express opinion and categorize as editorials, 

debate articles, chronicles, columnists and various other culture-articles that express personal 

opinions.  

4.3 Analysis 

There is no fixed analytical methodology outlined within FCDA – Lazar (2007) argues that it is 

possible to fruitfully use analytical tools from a number of different discourse analytical traditions 

when approaching textual data. Because of its suitability for studying the reproduction of power 

structures in discourse, the critical discourse analysis developed by Norman Fairclough (1992; 

1995; 2003) is used in this study. 

More specifically, the analysis in this study is based on Fairclough’s three-dimensional-model for 

analyzing communicative events – all events where discourse is used. This model includes three 

levels of analysis: analysis of text, discourse practice (text production and consumption) and 

sociocultural practice (the social and cultural context that the communicative event is part of) 

(Fairclough, 1995, p. 57). While Fairclough formulates a general methodology for analyzing 

discourse, he stresses the need for the analysis to be designed with the particular study and material 

in mind (Fairclough, 1992, p. 238). The analysis in this study alters between the textual level and 

the sociocultural level of analysis with the analytical purpose of showing how patriarchal structures 

on a sociocultural level are discursively reproduced on a textual level in news media. The level of 

discourse practice will be excluded since neither text production nor text consumption are 

researched within the scope of this study. 

In the following paragraph and the remaining part of this passage, the procedure of the analysis 

made in this study will be presented step by step. First, ten newspaper articles from the data sample 

were chosen for a closer reading in order to get a general idea about the character of the material. A 

number of questions through which to approach the material were then formulated, based on the 

methodology outlined by Fairclough (1992; 1995; 2003). The questions are connected to the 

concepts discourse, ideology, representation, construction, modality, transitivity and perspective. 
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The methodological usage of the concepts is twofold. First of all, the concepts are used in the 

analysis to direct the attention of the analysis – to detect what is going on in the material. Secondly, 

the concepts are used as a linguistic asset – a language through which to describe what is going on 

in the material. The concepts followed by the questions used to approach the material will be 

presented next.  

Discourse: In the analysis the two terms discourse and sub-discourse are used. Discourse 

to refer to broader and more general discourses, and sub-discourse to refer to smaller and 

more specific discourses within the general discourse. As presented in the theory section, 

the definition of discourse used is discourse as ways of representing aspects of the world 

through language.  

Ideology: This study uses a definition of ideology as ways of representing aspects of the 

world that contribute to the reproduction of unequal power structures, based on the 

definition outlined by Fairclough (2013, p. 8). Discourse is viewed as ideologically 

constructed if it can be seen to reinforce unequal power structures.  

Representation and construction: The concepts representation and construction are used 

interchangeably in the analysis to refer to how objects, subjects and relations are described. 

The usage of the concepts is based on how Fairclough (1995, p. 5) uses them.  

Modality: Based on Fairclough’s (1992, p. 236) usage of the concept modality the concept 

is used in this study to refer to claims of truth and knowledge.  

Transitivity: The concept transitivity is used in the analysis to look at how objects, subjects 

and events are connected through expressions of causality, based on how Fairclough (1992, 

p. 236) uses the concept.  

Perspective: Perspective is used in the analysis in the word’s daily meaning – to indicate 

who is speaking and whose view is expressed.  
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Metaphor: The concept metaphor is used in its linguistic meaning as the rhetorical act of 

referring to one thing by mentioning another, based on how the concept is used by 

Fairclough (1992, p. 237). 

Questions:  

• What discourses and sub-discourses can be found in the material? 

• Are the discourses constructed ideologically? 

• How are social actors and their actions represented?  

• What identities are set up for those involved in the story? What relationships are set up 

between them? 

• What truth and knowledge claims are made in the texts? 

• What sequence of events are expressed to be casually linked? 

• How is responsibility attributed in the text? 

• Who gets to speak?  

• Which perspectives are included? Are any perspectives excluded? 

• What is the perspective of the author? 

• What metaphors are used and what effects does the usage of metaphor create? 

When performing the analysis, a color-coding of the news articles was made based on the concepts 

and the accompanied questions presented above. An overview of the patterns found in the material 

was made and texts that were considered to represent these patterns were selected for a closer 

textual analysis. This part of the analysis involved the textual level in Fairclough’s three-

dimensional-model. The analysis then progressed to the sociocultural level in Fairclough’s three-

dimensional-model, analyzing the sociocultural implications of the patterns found in the textual 

level. The procedure of the analysis has been abductive in the sense that the analysis has altered 

between the empiric material and the analysis. While the questions outlined above have to a large 

extent guided the analysis, the focus of the analysis has also been guided by the patterns found in 

the material. Three such examples are the topics of truth, sexual violence, and the roles victim and 

perpetrator, which have inspired my research questions.  
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4.4 Ethical considerations 

This study has been designed and performed in accordance with the Swedish Research Council’s 

guidelines for good research practice (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). The guideline that is of particular 

relevance for this study is the one regarding transparency. According to Vetenskapsrådet (2017), the 

researcher ought to consciously review and report the basic premises of the research, and openly 

account for methods and results, as well as for commercial interest or other associations. In 

accordance with these directives, I have attempted to thoroughly present every step in the research 

process throughout the study. Further, the feminist critical approach of the study has been explicitly 

accounted for.  

Another important ethical aspect when it comes to critical discourse analysis is a critical reflection 

regarding the effects and usage of the study’s results. As Fairclough points out: ”A critical discourse 

analysis must aim for constant vigilance about who is using its results for what” (Fairclough, 2013, 

p. 68). In pertaining an outspoken feminist perspective this study aims to make patriarchal 

structures, that systematically disadvantage women, visible. The idea is that such a critique may be 

used to effect social change in the direction of a gender equal society.  

4.5 Validity and reliability 

When it comes to validity and reliability there are a few parameters that are of particular importance 

when undertaking a discourse analysis, according to the directives for sociological discourse 

analysis outlined by Jorge Ruiz (2009). Most importantly, Ruiz argues, the analysis must be 

characterized by transparency. The methodological procedures must be carefully described and all 

interpretations that are done must be expressed in an explicit manner, step by step so that the logic 

of the interpretation becomes clear. The interpretations can then be validated through peer-checking 

(Ruiz, 2009). Interpretations should also be checked through their convergence and agreement 

across data, according to James Gee’s methodological discussions regarding validity and reliability 

in discourse analysis (Gee, 2014. p. 142).  

In accordance with these directives, I have tried to thoroughly present every step in the procedure of 

my study in such a way that the study can be replicated. The interpretations made are carefully 

presented in the analysis and results section of this essay together with text extracts, allowing the 

reader to follow my interpretations and the conclusions I make. My interpretations have also been 
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consequently checked by my supervisors for validity. The analysis presented is further based on 

patterns that are consistent throughout the data.  
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5 Analysis & Results  

In the following passage the analysis and results of the study will be presented. The passage will 

begin by introducing the analysis, presenting general patterns that have been found in the material. 

The two main discourses identified in the material will then be presented, followed by a discussion 

on the social implications of these discourses.  

The newspaper articles examined show that women who publicly named and accused men of sexual 

violence during the MeToo movement claim that they did it to seek support, warn others, and to 

place the shame of the assault where it belongs – with the perpetrator (e.g. Expressen 2020-03-11, 

Aftonbladet 2019-11-26). Those motives are however challenged by sub-discourses in the material 

that states that the motive behind the namings would be revenge. The public namings are repeatedly 

represented as composing a primitive lynch justice, a mob without respect for the legal system and 

legal society (e.g. Aftonbladet 2019-11-24, DN 2019-08-31). This is often done through visual 

metaphors, such as the examples presented below, where a picture of the actress Lena Dunham 

pointing a gun (from the movie American Horror Story where she plays the role of feminist Valerie 

Solanas) and a picture of an execution block are chosen to accompany the texts, proposing 

associations of violence. The headlines ”The hour of revenge” and ”Call-out as weapon” can further 

be seen to construct the women behind the naming as vengeful and aggressive.  

 

Figure 1. Newspaper articles published in Expressen 2017-10-21 and Aftonbladet 2017-11-27. 
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The sampled newspaper articles show that the news media coverage of the MeToo-movement 

contained informative warnings about the risk of being charged for defamation when publishing 

public accusations, already two days after the first posts with the MeToo-hashtag in Sweden 

(Expressen 2017-10-18, DN 2017-10-18). Such informative warnings include clarifications of the 

juridical aspects of defamation, the defamation law and the risk of publishing accusations on social 

media with names or other information which makes the accused person identifiable. The material 

also suggests that the public accusations of identifiable men evoke emotion. Not only are the public 

namings argued to be legally unacceptable, but also morally wrong – the acts are argued to threaten 

the democratic order itself (e.g. Aftonbladet 2017-11-17, SvD 2018-02-23). The core concern seems 

to be the risk that men are falsely accused and socially sentenced while innocent in the eyes of the 

law. 

A few persons figure in a majority of the newspaper articles and the defamation cases are primarily 

represented through these individuals and the defamation cases they are involved in. These persons 

are Cissi Wallin, Fredrik Virtanen, Ulf Malmros and Soran Ismail. Cissi Wallin is the feminist 

activist and journalist who publicly accused the Aftonbladet-journalist Fredrik Virtanen of rape 

during the MeToo-movement. Ulf Malmros is a director and Soran Ismail a well-known comedian 

in Sweden. Both the latter were publicly accused of rape during the MeToo-movement by women 

who remain anonymous in media. Everyone listed has been involved in defamation trials after 

MeToo, the men as complainants and the women as accused.  

That the news media coverage of the defamations primarily evolves around those four famous 

persons becomes clear from a simple mapping of the occurrence of their names in the material. 

Cissi Wallin is the most frequently mentioned name appearing in 61 percent of the articles, together 

with Fredrik Virtanen whose name figures in 54 percent of the articles. In some articles in addition 

to those mentioned above, Virtanen is referred to as the ”Aftonbladet-profile.” Ulf Malmros’ name 

is mentioned in 14 percent of the articles and Soran Ismail’s in 6 percent of the articles. Malmros 

further figures under the denomination ”famous director” and Ismail as ”famous comedian.” Only 

20 percent of the articles are written without mentioning any of these four names or their epithets. 

The media coverage thus gives little attention to cases that do not evolve around the famous names 

mentioned, despite the fact that the number of cases involving non-famous people is greater. A 

recent overview made by the Swedish public service company (SVT) in May 2021 shows that ten 
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women in Sweden have been sentenced for defamation after MeToo. More sentences are likely to 

come, as legal processes for yet another woman began the same day as the numbers were published 

(2021-05-11) (Wanngård, 2021). While primarily constructed as affecting women who accused 

famous men of sexual violence, the defamation charges have thus affected a broader group of 

women than what is represented in media. 

The media coverage of the defamation assaults thus represent the defamations in the wake of 

MeToo as a question of one feminist activist, some unknown women and three famous and accused 

men. Cissi Wallin is represented as the leader of an extreme contemporary feminism – a feminism 

supporting lynch justice and public shaming of men (e.g. SvD 2019-12-10). Fredrik Virtanen is 

recurrently referred to as a ”family man” that lives a life far from his previous bachelor life filled 

with drugs, alcohol and hazy nights (e.g. Expressen 2019-11-21). Ulf Malmros is represented as a 

hard working family man, that carefully documents his daily life in a diary (e.g. Aftonbladet 

2019-07-04). Soran Ismail as the anti-racist, human-rights-award-winner – now claiming to be 

innocently accused of rape (e.g. SvD 2020-03-07). These representations together construct the 

defamations in the wake of MeToo as realizing questions of truth and guilt.  

Truth is a central theme throughout the newspaper articles analyzed. The accused men are 

frequently quoted when claiming to be innocent (e.g. DN, 2019-12-10) and Cissi Wallin when 

arguing that all she has done is to tell the truth (e.g. Expressen 2019-11-26). Comments on the 

juridical processes stress that the court has not dealt with the matter of truth (e.g. Expressen 

2019-12-10), at the same time as the defamation sentences are referred to as a form of restitution by 

the accused men (e.g. Aftonbladet 2019-12-10). In a closer textual analysis of the material two 

different discourses of truth have been identified: one individualizing discourse of truth and one 

structuralizing discourse of truth. While the individualizing discourse of truth constructs the 

defamation cases as an individual question and truth as an individual reality, the structuralizing 

discourse of truth constructs the defamation cases as a structural question, suggesting that there is a 

structural reality – a structural truth – surrounding them. The two discourses of truth will be 

presented in the next two sections. 

5.1 Individualizing discourse of truth 

In this section analysis of texts displaying the individualizing discourse of truth will be presented. 

The section is divided into four parts. In the first part the analysis will show how the defamation 
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charges are constructed as an individual question. In the second part how truth is constructed as a 

subjective, internal and individual reality. In the third part the analysis will show how credibility is 

constructed as individual. In the final part a summary of the individualizing discourse of truth will 

be presented. The analysis in this passage involves the textual level of Fairclough’s three-

dimensional-model.  

5.1.1 No winners 

While the material analyzed contains discourses that both support and reject the public namings 

made during the MeToo-movement, there is a type of sub-discourse that is of particular interest for 

the aim of this study. This is the sub-discourse that there are ”no winners” in the defamation trials. 

The usage of the phrase ”no winners” can be seen as a game-metaphor, implying that the parties of 

the defamation trials are two equal contestants that participate in the ”game” of defamation on equal 

terms. In a chronicle published in Expressen’s culture section April 2020 it is argued that the 

defamation cases following MeToo do not only silence the women involved, but also the men: 

”The law demands silence from women who with the mentioning of names want to tell their metoo-
stories for others. Cissi Wallin was this winter convicted for serious defamation due to several Instagram-
outings. Yet another woman was recently convicted for serious defamation after publications in a closed 
Facebook-group. The freedom of speech does undeniably have limitations. But also the accused men, 
where it is one person’s word against another’s, are to be silenced. Soran Ismail studies to become a 
psychologist as his career as a comedian is screwed. Fredrik Virtanen had to leave Aftonbladet and tries to 
make it as a writer. (…) Louis C.K. that apologized after having exposed himself masturbating in front of 
female colleagues, has kept a low profile until he recently released a standup-show on his own site. In the 
show he jokes about having to start gigging i Poland. He will most likely remain a persona non grata for 
long, maybe for ever.”  Expressen (2020-04-19) 9

The author argues that while the defamation-lawsuits silence women who want to name their 

perpetrators, men too are silenced. Not by law, but by having had their careers ruined due to the 

accusations of sexual violence. The men are described as being forced to change career-paths (from 

comedian to psychologist, journalist to writer) and to perform on own platforms online rather than 

in front of audiences. The American stand-up comedian Louis C.K. is portrayed as a social outcast – 

a persona non grata, despite having apologized for his acts of sexual harassment directed towards 

female colleagues.  

 The texts are originally published in Swedish and the texts presented have been translated by me. 9
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Facing a legal sentence and being excluded from performing professionally on public platforms are 

in the extract constructed as constituting comparable matters of silencing. It is worth noticing 

however, that the subjects that are silenced in the two cases differ. In the case of the woman it is a 

story of sexual violence, and in the case of the man it is the man himself as a public person. Both 

the stories of sexual violence, and the alleged rapists themselves, can thus be argued to have been 

silenced – but can the two be compared? One might argue that contrary to what the author of the 

text above claims are cases of equal silencing, the two differ in two important ways. First of all, the 

silencing of stories of sexual violence can be argued to contribute to the silencing of the problem of 

sexual violence as a societal problem, while the silencing of the accused men can be seen as an 

expression of society’s will to mark against such violence. Arguing that the two are a comparable 

form of silencing can thus be seen to suggest that the two involve an equally justified – or 

unjustified – act of silencing which thus becomes contradictory. Second of all, while both types of 

silencing may compose a somewhat similar discomfort on a personal level, the equation of the two 

may be questioned. Can silencing through legal measures be equated with silencing through social 

sanctions? A legal sentence with the loss of a public platform? These questions will not be 

attempted to be answered, but the point here is that the construction of the two as equal can be seen 

as problematic since it makes the difference between the two types of silencing invisible.  

Another example of the sub-discourse that there are no winners in the defamation cases is published 

in a chronicle in SvD’s culture section: 

”Now when everything is over one can simply conclude: there are absolutely no winners in the case 
Virtanen vs Wallin. Fredrik Virtanen’s reputation is hardly restored with the guilty verdict – the damage is 
already done. He will most likely not gain any prominent position in Media-Sweden in many years to 
come – if ever.” SvD (2019-12-10) 

The text refers to the defamation trial of the journalist and feminist activist Cissi Wallin, who shared 

her MeToo-story on her instagram account where she claimed to have been raped by the journalist 

Fredrik Virtanen. In this extract the man’s loss of a journalist career is once again equated with the 

woman’s defamation conviction. There are, according to the author of the text, ”no winners” in this 

case. While this claim might be considered accurate – neither the loss of a career for Virtanen nor 

Wallin’s defamation sentence can be considered desirable on a personal level – the text leaves out 

an essential part of the context. Fredrik Virtanen has been reported to the police for rape. While 

journalists may not be able to, or want to, deal with the question of guilt regarding this information, 
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one might question the proposition of ”no winners” in this case. Suppose that Fredrik Virtanen is 

guilty of the reported crime, would one still claim that there are no winners in this situation? One 

could argue that compared to avoiding conviction and penalty for rape – and the potential social 

sanctions following such a conviction – losing one’s job might seem somewhat like winning.  

In a third example the sexual violence unveiled during the MeToo-movement is constructed as a 

matter of general power abuse rather than asymmetrical sexual violence. The following text extract 

is from an editorial published in the culture section of SvD in October 2018: 

”The way I see it Metoo is also about power and boundlessness in a bigger perspective. About persons 
(often men) taking liberties at the expense of others. It affects women to a large extent, but it also affects 
men.” SvD (2018-10-28) 

The text presented above can be seen to do three things. First of all, it represents the issue of sexism 

and sexual violence raised by the MeToo-movement as a matter of power abuse. Secondly, it 

suggests that the ones responsible for such abuse are ”people” rather than men. Thirdly, it represents 

the problem as something that affects both men and women somewhat equally (while stressing that 

if affects women to a large degree). Taken together, these three representations can be seen to 

construct the issue raised by the MeToo-movement as an individual issue rather than a structural 

one. Whereas a structural view of the MeToo-movement would acknowledge the gendered 

asymmetry regarding sexual violence – that a clear majority of the perpetrators of sexual violence 

are men and women the victims (see WHO, 2009; FRA, 2014; NCK, 2014; Walby & Towers, 2018; 

Brå, 2020), the individual construction renders gender invisible. Sexual violence is constructed as a 

gender-neutral problem, a matter of people’s power abuse against other people. This kind of 

construction may function to diminish the width of sexual violence as a societal problem (by 

constructing it at as a matter of general power abuse) and may be seen to shift the responsibility for 

the violence from men to ”people”.  

5.1.2 His words against hers 

In the previous section the analysis showed how the question of sexual violence is individualized. In 

this section the analysis will show how truth is individualized by being constructed as a subjective 

and internal reality.  
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Rape crimes can be particularly hard to prove since there are often no witnesses or technical proof 

of the crime (Brå, 2019). Considering this it is not necessarily remarkable that the sub-discourse 

”his words against hers” is recurrent in the data, for example when preliminary investigation 

records of reported rapes are cited. However, the analysis of the newspaper articles shows that there 

is a tendency for the sub-discourse to be followed by claims that further stress the lack of definite 

knowledge about the event reported as a crime, that anyone not present during the event possesses. 

One such example is presented in an editorial published in the culture section of Aftonbladet May 

2018: 

”Anyone who reads the preliminary investigation record from 2011 will see that it’s his words against 
hers. None of us know what actually happened, we can only speculate.” Aftonbladet (2018-05-31) 

While the representation of the situation as one where it is one person’s words against the other’s – 

”his words against hers” – may at first seem like a neutral one, the neutrality of it may be 

questioned when it is followed by a formulation suggesting that the readers of the article, as 

outsiders of the events, can ”only speculate” in what might have happened. This formulation 

suggests that ”we” as readers have reasons to doubt the information given by the man and the 

woman equally, while it could be considered reasonable, given the situation, to assume that the man 

being accused of rape would have greater incentives to lie or distort the story than the woman.  

A similar example can be found in a chronicle from December 2019 published in SvD’s culture 

section:  

”Cissi Wallin reported Fredrik Virtanen already in 2011, but the report never led to prosecution and there 
is no-one except for the two involved that really knows what happened that night in 2006 when Wallin 
claims that Virtanen drugged and raped her.” SvD (2019-12-10) 

Once again, the reader’s dependency on the accounts given by the man and the woman involved for 

information about the evening is stressed. An important aspect to point out here though is the matter 

of silence in the text. The accusation of rape that the author of the text refers to is only one among 

several accusations directed at Fredrik Virtanen. The same newspaper that this chronicle is 

published in – SvD – published an article during the MeToo-autumn in 2017 reporting that twelve 

women had accused the ”Aftonbladet-profile” (Fredrik Virtanen) of sexual harassment and violence 

(Sundkvist & Nordberg, 2017). The stories of the women that the article refers to are similar to the 

one reported by Cissi Wallin. The journalistic choice of leaving out this perspective might 
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contribute to the idea that both parties have equal incentives to lie, since the information that several 

women are said to have been exposed to sexual violence by Fredrik Virtanen would have 

strengthened the credibility of Cissi Wallin’s account of what happened.  

The two previous texts show how ”the truth” about the night of the accused rape is constructed as 

exclusively reserved for the man and the woman present. Further, another pattern found among the 

newspaper articles studied, are sub-discourses that can be seen to construct sexual violence as a 

matter of subjective experience. The idea that there is such a thing as an objective truth is 

questioned, for example in the extract from an interview with Soran Ismail presented below. The 

extract is a quote from Soran Ismail that comments on the MeToo-movement:  

”When something is so charged it is also very easy that nuances disappear. There’s only right and wrong, 
truth and lie. Either part A is lying or part B. Sometimes it might be like that, but I don’t know if it’s 
always like that.” SvD (2020-03-07) 

In the quote, Soran Ismail claims that when something is ”charged,” which I interpret as 

emotionally charged, nuances easily get lost. He continues by arguing that this emotional charge 

leads to a view on truth and lie as mutually exclusive opposites – something is either right or wrong, 

true or false. He then questions this view of truth and lie as opposites. Being accused of rape, we 

may suppose that Ismail have reasons to benefit from such vague formulations of truth. If it exists 

not only one truth but many, who is to say what actually happened? Who may then call him a liar?  

In the same interview, Soran Ismail is asked whether things he has done towards women could have 

been interpreted as sexual violence, and he answers: 

”I can only speak from my own perspective and I have, as I said, never suspected that something I’ve 
done would have been against anyone’s will. I find it hard to reconcile with the idea that we’ve 
experienced a situation in such different ways. What anyone else experiences and wants is subjective and 
nothing I can say anything about. But I have never been indifferent or unconcerned about other people’s 
experiences, regardless of what it has concerned.” SvD (2020-03-07) 

Soran Ismail stresses, once again, the subjective character of experience and says that he finds it 

hard to accept that he and the woman have experienced the situation in such different ways. While 

on one hand, the quote suggests that he is aware of the possibility that he and the woman concerned 

have experienced the situation in different ways – and thus does not directly dismiss the woman’s 
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account – the quote can on the other hand be seen to reduce the assault to a matter of subjective 

experience. The message communicated is that he has not raped anyone and if anyone feels raped, 

that is a matter of experience – not a fact.  

That a person who is accused of crime prefers a view on truth as a highly subjective concept is not 

very surprising. However, the same kind of construction of truth is also found in newspaper articles 

that appear to present the question in a neutral way, as simply reporting a news story. One such 

example is from an article published in DN in December 2019:  

”Cissi Wallin recounts how it took her some time to understand what she had been exposed to. She and 
Fredrik Virtanen have completely different experiences of what happened that night in 2006.” DN 
(2019-12-14) 

This extract demonstrates how reported sexual violence is discursively constructed as a matter of 

experience. While sexual violence on one hand is inevitably about experience, the construction of 

sexual violence as an experience rather than a fact – as something that can be subjectively felt but 

not objectively take place – can from the feminist perspective of FCDA be seen to risk rendering the 

violence in sexual violence invisible. Similar constructions that reduce sexual violence to a matter 

of experience are found recurrently in the data. For example in articles such as the following, where 

the legal scholar Ängla Eklund is quoted when commenting on the defamation case against Cissi 

Wallin:  

”You are entitled to your own truth but not to spread it to everyone.” DN (2019-12-14) 

The quote states that one is entitled to one’s own truth, rather than entitled to the truth. The quote 

thus implies that Cissi Wallin has the right to her truth – her version of reality – that compose one 

out of several possible truths. This argument can further be seen to suggest that ”all” truths in this 

case would be equally true, and that there are equal reasons to doubt or believe each party’s truth – 

each account of the given situation. The idea that both the man as the accused perpetrator, and the 

woman as the victim, would have equal incentives to lie about an event where a suspect rape has 

been committed has previously been problematized in the analysis. The point here however, is to 

show how this assumption works to question the idea of the existence of truth itself – the idea that 

an objective or shared reality exists. Truth is constructed as an internal and subjective reality, and 

above all, as something individual. 
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Yet another sub-discourse that can be seen to reduce sexual violence to a question of subjective 

experience is one that constructs sex as complicated when it comes to boundaries and consent. An 

example of a text that displays this sub-discourse is presented below. The text is part of an interview 

with Soran Ismail published in SvD in 2020. The quote is the answer that Ismail gives when the 

journalist questions why he and one of the women accusing him of rape (later charged for 

defamation) could have interpreted things in such different ways: 

”It’s not necessarily uncomplicated with relations, especially not when sex is involved. I think people 
always think that it’s pretty clear what you yourself want and think and feel. But it might not always be 
like that.” SvD (2020-03-07) 

Here Ismail suggests that relations, especially ones involving sex, can be complicated. He continues 

by suggesting that it can be difficult to know what people want and think when it comes to sex and 

insinuates that it is easy to think of oneself as communicating sexual desires in a straightforward 

way while this might not be the case. From a feminist perspective, the quote can be seen to do two 

things. First of all, it can be seen to undermine the boundary between sex and sexual violence, 

suggesting that communicating and interpreting consent during sex can be difficult, thus insinuating 

that unintentional crossings of the line of consent can happen. Secondly, it can be seen to shift the 

responsibility for the sexual violence in question from Ismail to the woman by suggesting that if 

Ismail has done anything against the woman’s consent it is because the woman has been inadequate 

in her communication – she has signaled that she wants things and Ismail has simply interpreted 

these signals, believing his actions to be consensual.  

While rape and sex are on one hand constructed as floating concepts only separated by a vague line 

of consent, even the idea of having crossed the line of consent by accident is on the other hand 

expressed to be an impossibility by the men accused of rape. For example, when Fredrik Virtanen is 

asked how he can be so sure of never having crossed any boundaries, he answers:  

”What man can know how situations are experienced? People’s interpretations might differ. When it 
comes to Cissi Wallin it’s possible that she really thinks that she has been raped. If it is like that we have 
two different views. (…) I think every man throughout Sweden is thinking about what they’ve done and 
how others have experienced them. But rape is a horrific accusation.” Aftonbladet (2019-04-30) 
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In this quote rape is once again constructed as a matter of subjective experience. Virtanen admits 

that it is possible that Wallin has experienced their interaction as rape, but at the same time he 

argues that the accusation of rape is horrific. Rape is, in other words, at the same time constructed 

as both a matter of subjective experience and a matter of fact. While the possibility that Wallin did 

experience a rape is accepted, the accusation of rape is constructed as unreasonable at best, if not 

false. In other words: while Wallin has experienced being raped, no rape has been committed.  

The texts presented exemplify how the idea of truth is constructed as individual. However, while 

individual in the sense that the woman has one truth and the man another, their respective truths are 

constructed as unequally true. The woman’s truth – of having been raped – is discursively handled 

in the text above as a matter of experience and the man’s truth – of not having committed rape – is 

discursively handled as a matter of fact. 

5.1.3 Vengeful women 

In the previous section the analysis showed how truth is constructed as an individual reality. In this 

section the analysis will demonstrate how credibility is individualized in the material. More 

specifically, the analysis will show how the individual credibility of the women that publicly 

accused men of rape during the MeToo-movement, is scrutinized and questioned.  

The idea that women falsely report or accuse men due to reasons such as private vindictiveness is 

common in society, and correlates with the prevalence of rape myths (Jordan, 2004; Adolfsson, 

2018). This notion that women would falsely report rapes has been problematized by feminists  in 10

the public feminist debate in Sweden, who claim that the problem is the opposite – that many rapes 

are not reported at all. A follow-up report from the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention 

shows that only ten percent of the women exposed to sexual violence during 2018 reported it to the 

police (Brå, 2020). The idea that women use rape accusations as a means of vindication is however 

persistent throughout the data examined in this study. 

A sub-discourse that reappears in the sample is the sub-discourse that women report or accuse men 

of rape because of private vindictiveness. Two such examples are uttered by the director Ulf 

Malmros and the journalist Fredrik Virtanen that were both publicly accused of rape during the 

 Such as Katarina Wennstam, Maria Sveland and Merly Åsbogård.10
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MeToo-movement. Ulf Malmros published a text in Aftonbladet in December 2017 in which he 

defends himself after having been accused of rape. He writes:  

”The woman in question misuses and exploits the MeToo-movement for her own purposes. She does not 
want to illuminate power-structures, she wants to hurt an individual person and she wants my name on a 
’perpetrator-list.’” Aftonbladet (2017-12-07) 

A similar claim is made by Fredrik Virtanen in an interview for DN in 2019 when asked about his 

thoughts regarding the defamation prosecution of Cissi Wallin:  

”It feels really good. Society’s cyber-bullying is a huge problem. In schoolyards, at workplaces, in 
neighborhoods and cities. People pointing out each other out of private vindictiveness. It’s good that the 
state says that you cannot just write anything on the net. This is the extremist-cyber-bullying-version.” 
DN (2019-08-31) 

In both quotes the women are described as operating by motives of revenge and intentions of 

inflicting damage on the men. The background of these motives is left unexplained in those 

particular quotes but jealousy, endorsement, attention and the will of belonging are motives 

mentioned in other articles (e.g. SvD 2018-10-28, Aftonbladet 2019-11-24). For example in the 

following extract from a longer interview with Fredrik Virtanen in SvD, 2019. When talking about 

his wife, Virtanen adds:  

Virtanen: ”There is also something interesting about the fact that many of the most flagrantly metooed 
men have successful women as partners. I don’t think that’s a coincidence.” 

Interviewer: ”What do you mean?” 

Virtanen: ”That many women are jealous of these women’s careers. And then they think that this fucking 
man that I dislike so much…” 

Interviewer: ”What, will I bust?” 

Virtanen: ”Yes, there are many mechanisms like that.” 

SvD (2019-05-05) 
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Not only is women’s desire for revenge constructed as evolving around men, but also around their 

female partners. A woman would thus, according to Virtanen’s perspective, be motivated to falsely 

report a man who she dislikes, due to the jealousy of his successful partner. Worth noting is also the 

degree of modality that Virtanen uses. At first, he says ”I don’t think that’s a coincidence” when 

suggesting that there is a connection between the MeToo-ed men’s wives and the public naming of 

these men. He then changes modality from thinking to knowing and from an outspoken subjective 

perspective to a seemingly objective perspective – ”Yes, there are many mechanisms like that.” 

Virtanen thus upgrades the degree of certainty for the second proposition, discursively handling the 

proposition that women ”bust” men trough false accusations of rape as knowledge.  

The sub-discourse that the motive of revenge would make women lie about sexual violence is 

repeated in the following text from an editorial in SvD’s culture section, published in October 2018:  

”It is hard not to take women who share stories of abuse seriously – because why would they lie: to tell is 
associated with the risk of being suspected, even threatened. But I cannot buy the idea that women always 
tell the truth – ”Believe all women” as an American slogan urges. Women are after all also people, that 
may be driven by everything from desires of revenge to endorsement: the will to be seen and to belong.” 
SvD (2018-10-28) 

The text begins by suggesting that it would be reasonable to trust women who share experiences of 

sexual violence, since speaking up means risking to be met with suspicion or threat. However, the 

text continues by suggesting that there are reasons to question women who share experiences of 

sexual violence since women, being ”people,” may be driven by desires of revenge or endorsement. 

Further, the slogan ”Believe all women” is explicitly rejected, which contributes to the impression 

that the author of the text argues for the need of a certain suspicion towards women who speak up 

about sexual violence. Regarding transitivity, two connections are made in the text. First of all, to 

speak up about sexual violence is transitively connected with the risk of facing suspicion or threat. 

Second of all, the desire of revenge and endorsement are transitively connected with the potential 

act of lying about sexual violence. While the first connection drawn (between speaking up about 

sexual violence and the risk of facing suspicion or threat) can be seen as composing a feminist 

perspective in that it stresses the difficulties that women who speak up about sexual violence face, 

the second proposition can be seen as composing an anti-feminist perspective in that it reinforces 

the idea that women lie about sexual violence. The two opposing perspectives seem to co-exist in 

the material.  
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Worth noting is not only the repetition of the sub-discourse that women have incentives to lie about 

sexual violence, but also the lack of any thorough explanation of why women would be willing to 

do so despite risking social and legal sanctions. While the men accused, as well as journalists, 

repeatedly construct women as potential revenge-seekers, no woman in the material ever mentions 

revenge as a motive for publicly sharing stories of sexual violence. It seems like men’s perspective 

of these women is privileged in the material and that the news media studied to some extent 

functions as a platform for the perspective of the accused men. The men’s construction of women as 

revenge-seekers is discursively handled as a potential truth, which indicates that the men are given 

an interpretative prerogative in the news media studied. Further, the fact that the sub-discourse that 

women are willing to lie about sexual violence is unaccompanied by any in-depth explanation of 

why they would be willing to do so, suggests that the proposition of the sub-discourse is handled as 

common sense knowledge. That women would be willing to lie about sexual violence is thus 

discursively handled as taken-for-granted.  

The analysis regarding the credibility of women has so far shown that women are discursively 

constructed as having motives to lie about sexual violence. In the rest of this section the analysis 

will show how the trustworthiness of women who shared stories of sexual violence during the 

MeToo-movement is questioned based on their behavior.  

When the newspaper articles report about the defamation cases, some background information 

about the suspected sexual violence is often included. Whether a police report was filed or not, and 

the outcome of the police investigation if there was one, is often reported. The analysis shows that 

the question of whether the woman subjected to sexual violence reported it to the police or not is 

considered important, since it is almost without exception mentioned in each type of newspaper 

article that discuss these cases of defamation. Taking a closer look at the way this is done, it seems 

like women are trapped in a double-bind where both having reported a rape to the police and having 

refrained from doing so can be used against the woman – as arguments for doubting her credibility.  

In the material, the lack of legal prosecution is often transitively connected with a false rape 

accusation. In other words, police reports that do not lead to prosecution are discursively 

constructed as indicating that the rape accusation was false. When Soran Ismail is interviewed by 
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SvD he argues that the accusations against him were thoroughly investigated by the police – by 

”professionals” – and argues that the lack of prosecution shows that he is innocent:  

”There’s a reason for why there was never a prosecution and it’s because there was nothing to find. That I 
hadn’t done what I was accused of.” SvD (2020-03-07) 

The same transitive argument – constructing lack of prosecution as evidence of innocence – is used 

by Fredrik Virtanen: 

”That a crime had been committed that spring night in 2006 could not be shown, rather that no crime had 
been committed.” Expressen (2018-10-06) 

The lack of prosecution is treated, by the two men, as evidence of the their innocence suggesting 

that the women who reported the respective rapes made their stories up. Police reports that do not 

lead to prosecution is in other words used to question the credibility of the women’s accounts. 

However, the lack of a police investigation is also used in the material as an argument for 

questioning women’s credibility. In the following text Ulf Malmros uses the lack of a police 

investigation as an argument for questioning the credibility of the woman accusing him of rape: 

”But there is no police report and has never been one. She has never contacted me or confronted me 
during all these years that have passed. Had she reported me to the police I would have had a chance to 
show my diaries that confirm my story and rule out hers.” Aftonbladet (2017-12-07) 

In other newspaper articles the lack of a police report is pointed out, insinuating that it would be a 

deviant behavior to chose not to report a rape (e.g. Expressen 2019-08-31, DN 2019-07-04), despite 

the fact that only a small percentage of the sexual violence that women are exposed to is reported to 

the police (Brå, 2020). Taken together, it seems like all scenarios are in different ways framed in 

favor of the accused men. A reported rape is seen as potentially false, an abolished police 

investigation as a proof of the man’s innocence and the lack of a police report as suggesting that the 

woman made it all up. 

5.1.4 Summary  

In this section the individualizing discourse of truth identified in the material has been presented. 

The analysis has shown how the defamation cases are constructed as an individual question, 
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truth as a subjective, internal and individual reality, and credibility as a matter of individual 

trustworthiness. Sexual violence is constructed as a matter of experience and the boundary between 

sex and sexual violence as an internal one. The men and women involved in the defamation cases 

are constructed as equals, participating on the same conditions in the defamation trials. Represented 

as vengeful, the women are constructed as willing to lie about rape. The sub-discourses presented 

represent patterns found in all four newspapers and no significant difference has been found 

between the newspapers.  

5.2 Structuralizing discourse of truth 

In this section analysis of texts displaying the structuralizing discourse of truth will be presented. 

The section is divided into three parts. In the first two sections the sub-discourses within the 

structuralizing discourse of truth will be presented, followed by a summary and discussion of how 

the sub-discourses relate to each other. The analysis in this passage involves the textual level of 

Fairclough’s three-dimensional-model. 

5.2.1 Culture-men 

A sub-discourse that is repeated throughout the material is one that claims that discussions 

regarding sexual violence need to focus on structures. However, discussions of individual cases are 

recurrently argued to be non-compatible with structural discussions in the newspaper articles, which 

makes such structural discussions in the material rare. While the MeToo-movement is often 

represented as a movement that shed light on structural sexism in the material, the defamation trials 

are constructed as a question of individuals rather than structures. While this construction is not 

necessarily surprising since the defamation trials are based on situations where one person is 

accused of spreading defaming accusations about another person, it is interesting to see how the 

focus of individual cases is constructed as opposing a focus on structure. In the text presented 

below, from an editorial published in SvD’s culture section December 2019, the journalist argues 

that the focus on individual culture-men prevents a genuine commitment regarding the problem of 

sexual violence:  

”It would be too bad if what we remember of the Swedish metoo in ten years are individual conflicts and 
defamation trials, when what we ought to remember is that the invisible abuse of daily life finally started 
to be discussed not only in news media but also around dinner tables and in coffee-break-rooms. The 
interest for individual culture-men may sell newspaper copies but will not easily be converted into 
commitment in important questions of principle.” SvD (2019-12-10) 
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The argument presented in the text is that a focus on individuals prevents a discussion of the 

structural problem of sexual violence. While this argument stresses what can be considered a legit 

risk that a focus on individual cases will degrade the understanding of sexual violence from a 

structural to an individual problem, one may from a feminist perspective argue that one of the 

achievements of the MeToo-movement was to show that not only stereotypical ”rapists” expose 

women to sexual violence, but also ”normal” men. From a feminist perspective the naming of 

individual perpetrators can thus be seen to contribute to the undermining of the conception that only 

social outcasts, economically deprived or alcoholics commit rape (see Wendt, 2002), and thus also 

contribute to a structural understanding of sexual violence. One might also argue, from a feminist 

perspective, that not pointing out the men behind sexual violence risks rendering the gendered 

asymmetry of the violence invisible, which might prevent the structural aspect of sexual violence 

from being communicated.  

5.2.2 You have the power 

There are conflicting views about what the structural context – the structural truth – of the 

defamation cases is. Different sub-discourses in the material can be seen to challenge each other’s 

views on structure. Is the structural truth that many women in Sweden are exposed to sexual 

violence by men? That few police reports of rape lead to legal action? Or is it that innocent men are 

being falsely accused of rape?  

A feminist sub-discourse found in the material is one that points out what can be considered a 

structural reality for women in Sweden. In an interview for SvD, Cissi Wallin says:  

”In Sweden we have great faith in laws, documents and papers. This trust has also included the question 
of gender equality. But 78 percent of all women have been exposed to sexual abuse, according to 
Demoskop . More and more people realize that there are severe deficiencies.” SvD (2019-03-10) 11

The structural problem is here portrayed as the fact that a majority of the women in Sweden have 

been exposed to sexual violence. The extract describes a reality – women’s reality – where exposure 

to sexual violence is real. Sexual violence is, contrary to the constructions made in the 

individualizing discourse, not constructed as a matter of individual experience but as a structural 

 Demoskop is an opinion poll made on behalf of Expressen during the MeToo-autumn in 2017, where 78 percent of 11

the 1019 women participating reported that they had been exposed to at least one unwelcomed sexual advance or abuse. 
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fact. This sub-discourse is also seen in the text presented below, where statistics regarding rape and 

police reports is added as contextualizing information in a newspaper article that apart from this 

consists of an interview with Soran Ismail.  

”A current study from the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention, shows that only about every 
tenth police report of rape in Sweden leads to prosecution and no more than every twentieth to 
conviction.” SvD (2020-03-07) 

The text, representing the feminist sub-discourse, constructs sexual violence in a structural way, 

pointing out that few police reports of rape lead to legal action and even fewer to conviction. This 

sub-discourse can be seen as constructing a structural truth regarding sexual violence by stressing 

that a rape accusation that does not lead to conviction is in no way the exception, rather the rule 

seen statistically. Bringing light to this structural aspect regarding police reports of rape, the sub-

discourse can be seen to challenge the idea that a rape accusation that does not lead to conviction 

would indicate that the accusation was false. It can also be seen to compose a criticism of the legal 

system, to the fact that many men that expose women to sexual violence – men who rape women – 

get away with it without ever having to face any legal consequences.  

The feminist sub-discourse that makes the structural reality – the structural truth – for women 

visible, is challenged by two sub-discourses that frame the structural context of the defamation 

cases in favor of men. First of all, another criticism of the legal system namely the risk that innocent 

people are falsely accused of crime – or even convicted – is brought up. Secondly, the gendered 

power relation between the sexes is constructed as a matriarchy rather than a patriarchy.  

While the feminist sub-discourses frame the structural juridical problem of sexual violence as 

constituted by the fact that few police reports of rape lead to prosecution, the following structural 

sub-discourse favoring men suggests instead that the juridical problem is that innocent people risk 

being convicted for crimes they have not committed: 

”The legal society is far from perfect. That innocent people are convicted, sometimes resulting in severe 
penalties, happens. Many more innocent people are reported to the police, arrested, detained and 
prosecuted.” DN (2019-08-31) 
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The extract is from an editorial published in DN 2019 with the title ”Metoo is big but the legal 

security is bigger” that argues that the legal security is more important than MeToo. However, one 

might from the feminist perspective of FCDA question what the author of the article means by legal 

security – legal security for whom? The ensuring of legal security for women can certainly be 

questioned given that a remarkably small amount of rapes are actually prosecuted. Arguing that 

innocent ”people” risk being convicted can thus be seen as emanating from a view of legal security 

that rewards men – constructing what can be considered a small risk that a man would be innocently 

convicted of rape as the problem, rather than the risk that a woman raped by a man will never get 

any legal restitution due to the low numbers of police reports of rape that lead to prosecution (see 

Brå, 2019). 

A second structuralizing sub-discourse that can be seen to distort the problem in a similar way is the 

sub-discourse that women are the ones in power over men. In an interview with Fredrik Virtanen, 

the female interviewer, who worked with Fredrik Virtanen many years before, confronts him with 

having tried to convince her to have sex with him by repeated nagging. When confronted with his 

behavior, Virtanen apologizes while dismissing it a as tasteless pick-up attempt, arguing that his 

behavior is just an example of how people behave when drunk. The female journalist points out that 

she has never acted like that, whereupon Virtanen says:  

”Girls rarely have to nag. In either case that’s my perception. Women are the ones who are desirable and 
control the endorsement you get (…) Women see the patriarchy – the ones in power, but men see that you 
have the power.” SvD (2019-05-05) 

The power here implicates sexual power, which Virtanen argues that women rather than men 

possess. Interesting enough, being repeatedly nagged about for sex by a colleague is not considered 

to make the woman a victim from Virtanens perspective. This is rather seen as a proof of her sexual 

power. The patriarchal structure is here questioned from a man’s point of view. Virtanen argues that 

women are actually the ones in power, questioning the idea that men would have the power over 

women simply because women see the patriarchy. The patriarchal structure itself is thus questioned 

and the structural aspect of sexual violence is distorted from being a matter of men exercising 

power over women through violence, to a matter of men having to nag in order to get women’s 

desire and endorsement. This sub-discourse can further be seen to construct men as victims – as 

powerless and dependent on sexual affirmation conditioned by women.  
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5.2.3 Summary 

The sub-discourses presented in this section show how discussions of the defamation cases are 

constructed as non-compatible with structural discussions of sexual violence. When individual men 

are pointed out as perpetrators, the question is considered to have shifted from structure to 

individual. There seems to be a resistance towards visualizing the perpetrators of sexual violence, a 

resistance that from the feminist perspective of FCDA can be seen to involve un unwillingness of 

acknowledging that rapist are not necessarily deviant men, but ”normal” men among us. The 

feminist sub-discourse pointing to the structural reality of sexual violence and to the structural truth 

for women in contemporary Sweden, is further challenged by discourses that represent the 

structures in favor of men. While the risk that women who are raped will watch their perpetrators 

walk free can be considered bigger than the risk that men are legally convicted for rapes they have 

not committed, the legal system is argued to lack legal security for men rather than for women. The 

same distortion is made in the sub-discourse where women, rather than men, are argued to have ”the 

power,” which constructs men as victims and women as perpetrators of power abuse. The sub-

discourses presented represent patterns found in all four newspapers and no significant difference 

has been found between the newspapers.  

To conclude, the structural discourse of truth becomes a meta-discussion of the structural truth 

around sexual violence – about who’s truth that will count. The feminist sub-discourse constructs 

sexual violence as part of a structural truth for women, legitimizing the role of women as victims of 

sexual violence. This sub-discourse is however challenged by other sub-discourses that construct 

men as victims. The social implications of these discursive constructions will be discussed in the 

next section.  

5.3 Social implications of discourse  

In the following section the results from the preceding analysis will be summarized based on the 

research questions, discussed in relation to the sociocultural level of Fairclough’s three-

dimensional-model, and explained through the theoretical framework of FCDA. The purpose of the 

analysis in this section is to discuss the social implications of the discourses, sub-discourses, and 

constructions presented based on the research questions. More specifically, the analysis will look 

into the social implications of the presented constructions of truth, sexual violence, and the roles 
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victim and perpetrator, with the purpose of investigating if these constructions can be seen to 

reproduce patriarchal structures. 

Two different discourses of truth have been identified in the material – the individualizing and the 

structuralizing discourse of truth. While the structuralizing discourse of truth frames the defamation 

cases in a structural perspective, thus implicating a wider structural truth around them, the 

individualizing discourse of truth constructs truth as a subjective, internal and individual reality.  

The individualizing discourse of truth dominates the material and can be seen to condition the 

construction of sexual violence. In the individualizing discourse of truth, rape is constructed as a 

matter of experience rather than a fact – as something that can be subjectively felt but not 

objectively take place. The social implications of this construction of sexual violence is threefold. 

First of all, the construction of rape as an experience constructs rape as something other than 

violence and makes the violence in sexual violence invisible. Secondly, it undermines the boundary 

between sex and violence, constructing this as an internal rather than external boundary – a 

boundary that cannot be transgressed by action, only by experience. Thirdly, it shifts the 

responsibility for sexual violence from the perpetrator to the victim, since the truth of sexual 

consent is constructed as internal.  

The individualizing discourse of truth also conditions how the roles victim and perpetrator are 

ascribed to men and women in the material. While the women themselves claim to be victims of 

rape, they are constructed as vengeful – looking to inflict harm on men. The individualizing 

discourse of truth reduces their status as victims, as it only allows women to be victims subjectively 

– according to their own truth, not according to the truth. They are however perpetrators of 

defamation in the name of the law – perpetrators objectively. The same logic goes for the men. 

While being potential rapists and thus potential perpetrators, the men are objectively victims of 

defamation, but also of the supposable malice of vengeful women. The alternation between roles of 

victim and perpetrator further affects who gets to be represented as a legitimate representant of 

truth. Women, being foremost constructed as perpetrators, are constructed as less credible – as 

potential liars with motives to lie about rape. Where two accounts stand against each other, sub-

discourses in the material construct the man and the woman as two equals with equal incentives to 

lie.  
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While the construction of truth as a subjective experience may seem harmless, the analysis 

presented in this study shows that it has tangible social and ideological consequences. It can be seen 

to prevent women from being seen as legitimate truth-tellers, from being believed when reporting 

about rape. It risks making the violence in sexual violence invisible and erases the boundary 

between sex and rape while shifting the responsibility for sexual violence from the perpetrator to 

the victim. It can also be seen to question women’s legitimacy as victims of sexual violence.  

Parallel to the individualizing discourse of truth is the structuralizing discourse of truth that can be 

seen to challenge the notion of truth as a subjective, internal and individual reality. Appearing in 

fewer of the newspaper articles studied, the structural discourse does not seem to gain much 

legitimacy compared to the individualizing discourse of truth that dominates the material. The 

structuralizing discourse of truth contains conflicting sub-discourses and the analysis shows that 

there is a discursive struggle between different structural truths. While the feminist sub-discourse 

constructs sexual violence as part of a structural truth for women, allowing women to be 

constructed as credible victims, other sub-discourses suggest a structural truth where men are the 

victims. 

The very domination of the individualizing discourse of truth and the failure of the structuralizing 

discourse of truth in gaining legitimacy, becomes essential in the news media discourse studied as it 

conditions how sexual violence can be constructed. The notion of truth as a subjective, internal and 

individual reality prevents sexual violence from being constructed as a structural problem. It also  

prevents women from being seen as legitimate victims of rape. From the feminist perspective of 

FCDA, the individualizing discourse of truth can thus be seen to counteract a feminist 

understanding of sexual violence. A structural understanding of the violence becomes impossible 

which reduces sexual violence to a problem of individuals – not structures. This renders the 

gendered asymmetry of sexual violence invisible and counteracts the feminist agenda of politicizing 

”the private,” causing the question of sexual violence to be de-politicized.  

To summarize, the discussion of the social implication of the discourses, sub-discourses and 

constructions presented, shows that the news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo 

is ideologically constructed as it can be seen to reinforce patriarchal structures. The news media 

discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo has been shown to discursively reproduce 

patriarchal structures in three main ways. First of all, truth is constructed in favor of men. Secondly, 
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men’s sexual violence towards women is depoliticized and de-gendered. Thirdly, the credibility of 

women who testify about rape is questioned as well as their legitimacy as victims of sexual 

violence. Relating this to FCDA’s theoretical concept of patriarchy, the three contribute to a 

systematic privileging of men as a social group and to a systematic disadvantaging of women as a 

social group and thus reproduce patriarchal structures.  

Further, the analysis shows that the discursive reproduction of patriarchal structures takes place 

implicitly. The reproduction of patriarchal structures is primarily enabled in the material through the 

individualizing discourse of truth. Appearing at first sight to compose a neutral construction of 

truth, the discourse contribute to a systematic privileging of men as a social group and to a 

systematic disadvantaging of women as a social group while depoliticizing men’s sexual violence 

against women. This depoliticization of sexual violence renders the unequal power relations 

involved invisible and makes the patriarchal structure appear as natural – not as a relation of 

domination. The power imbalance involved is thus obscured, to use the words of Lazar (2007).  
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6 Discussion 

In this passage the conclusions of the analysis will be presented in relation to the study’s research 

questions. The results will also be discussed in relation to previous research within the field, as well 

as in relation to the theoretical and methodological frameworks used in this study. Finally, the 

implications of the results for future research will be discussed. 

6.1 Conclusion  

The aim of this study has been to investigate if patriarchal structures are reproduced in Swedish 

news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo, and the results show that patriarchal 

structures are in fact being reproduced. This reproduction is done in three main ways that relates to 

the study’s research questions. First of all, related to the construction of truth. The results show that 

truth is constructed as a subjective, internal and individual reality through which men are given an 

interpretative prerogative and privilege in making truth-claims, compared to women. Secondly, 

patriarchal structures are reproduced through the construction of sexual violence. Rape is 

constructed as a subjective experience rather than a fact. Men’s sexual violence towards women is 

depoliticized and de-gendered, rendering the gendered asymmetry of the violence invisible. Thirdly, 

the reproduction of patriarchal structures relates to how the roles victim and perpetrator are assigned 

to women who testify about rape and to men accused of rape. Women who testify about rape are 

constructed as perpetrators of defamation rather than as victims of rape, while men are constructed 

as victims of defamation rather than as perpetrators of rape. The credibility of women who testify 

about rape is questioned as well as their legitimacy as victims of sexual violence. To conclude, this 

study shows that the news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo reproduce 

patriarchal structures as it contributes to a systematic privileging of men as a group, and to a 

systematic disadvantaging of women as a group. 

6.2 Final discussion  

This study has examined the Swedish news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo. 

That the question of defamation related to MeToo is still relevant in the Swedish public debate is 

shown by the fact that the question has gained renewed media interest this spring, after the date that 

the data was retrieved for this study. Among other media events, a documentary of Soran Ismail was 
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released by the Swedish public service company (SVT) in April 2020  in which Ismail admits to 12

having performed degrading sexual acts towards women, but withholds that it was all consensual. 

Further, an appeal to drop the defamation charges against women after MeToo by a group of women 

gained media attention as several women announced that they had formed a non-profit corporation 

to economically support women charged for defamation (Förtalskassan ) (TT, 2021). Göran 13

Lambertz, the former Chancellor of Justice, gained massive media attention after a spectacular press 

release arranged in his garden where he claimed to be innocent of an accused rape, while at the 

same time stating that he had warned the woman in question that he might become physically 

obtrusive when drunk – ”kladdig” in Swedish (Skoglund, 2021). Lambertz’ differentiation between 

sexual violence and ”kladd” which can be translated into obtrusive sexual advances, evoked public 

discussions of what sexual violence is (Hagström, 2021). Taken together, the news media coverage 

of these events shows that there is a current and on-going debate about sexual violence in Sweden. 

This study has shown that an individual understanding of sexual violence dominates Swedish news 

media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo, while structural understandings of sexual 

violence struggle to gain legitimacy. The study suggests that the conflict of whether to understand 

sexual violence as a structural or individual problem, that previous research shows has characterized 

Swedish public debate over the years (Wendt, 2002), is still persistent today. Despite having a 

”feminist” government, an understanding of sexual violence as a problem of structures rather than 

individuals seems to face resistance in contemporary Sweden.  

The discursive construction of sexual violence presented in this study does however not only imply 

an individual understanding of sexual violence, but also an understanding that benefits the 

perpetrators rather than the victims of sexual violence. Contrary to the problematization of 

typologic understandings of violence made in previous studies (Kelly, 1988; Lundgren, 2012; 

Fileborn & Phillips, 2019), this study shows that fluent definitions of sexual violence can be 

problematic. Whereas typologic understandings of sexual violence risk defining sexual violence 

based on rape myths and stereotypical notions of what ”real” violence is (Fileborn & Phillips, 

2019), this study shows that fluent definitions of rape as an experience rather than a fact risks 

undermining the violence in it. 

 The documentary ”Persona non grata” is available on SVT’s streaming service www.svtplay.se. 12

 Information about the corporation can be found on Förtalskassan’s public instagram account (Fortalskassan).  13
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In showing that relations of power that systematically privilege men and disadvantage women are 

reproduced in Swedish news media discourse on defamations in the wake of MeToo, this study 

indicates that research driven by feminist theory contributes to making patriarchal workings of 

power visible. While the data examined in this study has been limited to discourse, and the results 

to discursive reproductions of patriarchal structures, other methodological approaches would allow 

a feminist investigation of how patriarchal structures are reproduced in social practices beyond 

discourse. This study shows that women’s credibility and legitimacy as victims of rape is 

questioned in news media discourse on defamation in the wake of MeToo, but does not investigate 

how such discursive constructions are perceived. Future research would thus benefit from a 

perspective that includes an investigation of how the news media discourse is perceived by its 

readers, allowing an investigation of its non-discursive effects. This would open up for a number of 

new perspectives and research questions: How are victims of sexual violence affected when women 

are constructed as vengeful liars in news media discourse? When women are ascribed roles as 

perpetrators rather than victims? Does the news media discourse on defamation in the wake of 

MeToo prevent victims from speaking up about sexual violence? Does it silence women?  
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