
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=swom20

NORA - Nordic Journal of Feminist and Gender Research

ISSN: 0803-8740 (Print) 1502-394X (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/swom20

“Norwegian Women Got Gender Equality Through
Their Mothers' Milk, But Anti-racism Is Another
Story”—An Analysis of Power and Resistance in
Norwegian Feminist Discourse

Cecilie Thun

To cite this article: Cecilie Thun (2012) “Norwegian Women Got Gender Equality Through
Their Mothers' Milk, But Anti-racism Is Another Story”—An Analysis of Power and Resistance in
Norwegian Feminist Discourse, NORA - Nordic Journal of Feminist and Gender Research, 20:1,
37-56, DOI: 10.1080/08038740.2011.596162

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740.2011.596162

Published online: 21 Jul 2011.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1359

View related articles 

Citing articles: 2 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=swom20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/swom20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/08038740.2011.596162
https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740.2011.596162
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=swom20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=swom20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/08038740.2011.596162
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/08038740.2011.596162
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/08038740.2011.596162#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/08038740.2011.596162#tabModule


ORIGINAL ARTICLE

“Norwegian Women Got Gender
Equality Through Their Mothers’ Milk,
But Anti-racism Is Another Story”1—An
Analysis of Power and Resistance in
Norwegian Feminist Discourse

CECILIE THUN

Centre for Gender Research, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT This article seeks to explore majority feminists’ difficulties in addressing minority
women activists’ claims in contemporary Norway. The article identifies different representations
of feminism in the Norwegian women’s movement. Findings indicate that minority women are
excluded in the hegemonic representation of feminism by being defined as “different” and not
included in this understanding of “women”. Inspired by discourse analysis, intersectionality, and
perspectives from black and post-colonial feminist theory, the article argues that the hegemonic
representation of feminism is so persistent because it resonates with dominant representations of
“Norwegianness”, racism, integration, and gender equality. Within the hegemonic representation
of feminism, the asymmetrical relationship between “immigrant women” and “Norwegian
women” is unreflected, and racial horizons of understanding (race thinking) are not
acknowledged. Racism is not considered to be a relevant issue in the Norwegian context and is
thus silenced. The article also identifies counter-hegemonic representations that challenge the
hegemonic understanding; however, these understandings are still marginal within feminist
discourse in Norway.

There is a huge distance between Norwegian women in women’s organizations

[and minority women] . . . I don’t think Norwegian women’s organizations care

that much about minority women. I don’t think so. Because . . . very few care

about what’s happening to immigrants and minority women. They don’t think
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it is important . . . I don’t think Norwegian women’s organizations are familiar
with the problems minority women are dealing with. (Zara, minority women’s
organization)

Introduction

“Ain’t I a woman?” Sojourner Truth, a former slave, asked at the Women’s
Convention in Ohio, USA in 1851. Her speech addressed black women’s experiences,
which were not acknowledged on equal terms with those of white women. In 1981,
bell hooks, a black US feminist, writes a book named after Truth’s speech. hooks
criticizes white feminism for excluding black women from their allegedly “universal”
feminist project (hooks 1982). This article is about Norwegian feminism today, and
the history of black women in the US may seem quite irrelevant. However, my way
into exploring representations of feminism is inspired by Sojourner Truth and bell
hooks. In this article I ask: Who is included and excluded in the definition of
“women” in contemporary Norwegian feminist discourse? What kinds of issues are
regarded as feminist and by whom? Who “owns” feminism?

The initial quote is by a “minority” woman activist who talks about the situation in
Norway today. She paints a picture of uninterested “Norwegian women’s
organizations” and a huge gap between “minority” and “majority” women. Over
thirty years after the first minority women’s organization was formed in Norway, are
white majority women still the norm for being a feminist? The aim of the article is to
explore different representations of feminism in the Norwegian women’s movement.
The article will analyse how activists from both ethnic majority and ethnic minority
women’s organizations talk about majority/minority relations and how they define
“feminist issues”. Further, I wish to discuss how these representations can be
understood in relation to dominant representations of “Norwegianness”.

Background and empirical material

The first minority women’s organization, the Foreign Women’s Group (FWG), was
established in Norway in the late 1970s. FWG wanted to establish a wider platform
from which to obtain “sister solidarity” with Norwegian women. The white women’s
movement at the time did not acknowledge racist gender discrimination, and they
did not see their own role in making these issues invisible (Salimi 2004; Rood
2007; Halsaa et al. 2008). Today, the organizational landscape is varied and
consists of many different types of women’s organizations (Eggebø et al. 2007).
However, “sisterhood” is not extensively practised, and the women’s movement
is still characterized by separate organizing. A common assumption by majority
feminists is that minority women have “different interests” and that this makes it
difficult to find common ground for co-operation (Halsaa et al. 2008). This article is
an attempt to investigate further this representation, which I will argue is a
hegemonic representation of feminism, and also to try to understand why it is so
powerful.

The article is based on empirical material arising from a total of 24 interviews; 19
with activists from 14 women’s organizations and 5 with civil servants and

38 C. Thun



politicians. These organizations were selected because they are the most central

women’s organizations in Norway. They are either purely women’s organizations or

have an explicit gender dimension (based on their names, composition of members,

aims, and activities) (Eggebø et al. 2007). The concept “women’s movement” is used

analytically in a broad sense that includes collective action by women presenting

gendered identity claims, and the concept “the feminist movement” is in this

perspective seen as a sub-category of women’s movements (McBride &Mazur 2008).

There are only a few minority women’s organizations in Norway which are self-

defined as feminist, so a wider approach was needed in order to explore different

representations of feminism in the women’s movement.2 The quotes in this article are

mainly from activists in member-based women’s organizations; however, the findings

are also based on interviews with members of more professionalized non-

governmental organizations working on women’s rights, violence against women,

and ethnic and/or religious discrimination.
The terms “majority” and “minority” are used both as my own terminology when I

name the organizations and as analytical terms when I analyse minoritizing and

majoritizing processes. Being an “ethnic majority” in a nation state refers to the

numerical majority. An “ethnic minority” can be defined as “a group which is

numerically inferior to the rest of the population in a society, which is politically non-

dominant and which is being reproduced as an ethnic category” (Minority Rights

Group 1990: xiv, cited in Eriksen 2002: 121). The majority/minority dichotomy is

contested because it often reduces the problem of power relations to one of numbers

and thereby reproduces, rather than challenges, power differences (Brah 1996: 187).

Moreover, power is multidimensional and “individual subjects can occupy ‘minority’

and ‘majority’ positions simultaneously, and this has important implications for the

formation of subjectivity” (Brah 1996: 189). When I use the term “majority” and

“minority” women’s organizations, I am aware that these terms are not

unproblematic, descriptive terms, and I have chosen to use categories like “minority”

and “majority” in quotation marks to indicate active processes of racialization

(Gunaratnam 2003: 17).3 The term “majority” women’s organizations is used to

name women’s organizations in Norway with predominantly “ethnic majority” white

female members. “Majority” women in this context can in other contexts occupy

“minority” positions. When I use these terms analytically, I also use the terms

“minoritized” and “majoritized”, in line with Gunaratnam (2003), to indicate the

active processes of racialization.4

The study is based on a qualitative approach to research. I conducted in-depth

interviews with the help of topic guides which were used as flexible research tools. The

interviews were conducted in the time period May 2007–May 2008. The interviews

lasted about 112–2 hours each and were recorded and later transcribed. The article

focuses on representations of “women’s issues” and “feminist issues” in interviews

with women who are active in different women’s organizations; however, the

representations presented here are not necessarily the official views of the

organizations. Therefore, the activists and the organizations are kept anonymous,

and the quotes are used as examples of understandings that are found in several of the

interviews.5
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Analytical approaches

The analysis has been inspired by Carol L. Bacchi’s (2009) “What’s the Problem
Represented to Be?” (WPR) approach.6 The aim has been to probe the assumptions
underlying various definitions of the categories “women”, “feminists”, “women’s
issues”, and “feminist issues” and to bring silences into the open for discussion. The
focus on interpretations or representations means a focus on discourse, which
according to Bacchi is defined as “the language, concepts and categories employed to
frame an issue” (1999: 2). Bacchi draws on Foucault’s understanding of discourses as
“practices that systematically form the object of which they speak; they do not
identify objects, they constitute them and in the practice of doing so conceal their
own invention” (1999: 40). I have chosen to use the WPR approach in order to
analyse critically and systematically the premises and the effects of problem
representations in a vast quantity of data. Bacchi’s analytical questions challenge the
“givenness” of categories like “women” and “feminists”. The focus on effects helps in
“identifying implications of problem representations for complex and interconnected
power relations . . . ” (Bacchi 2009: 40). In line with Foucault, power is seen as
productive rather than possessed, and it should be studied in its effects rather than
its source and who holds “it” (Bacchi 2009: 38). Bacchi mentions three types of
potential effects: (1) discursive effects (impacts on what can/cannot be said),
(2) subjectification effects (the ways in which subjects/subjectivities are constituted
in discourse), and (3) lived effects (material consequences) (Bacchi 2009: 15–18).
Thus, my concern is firstly to explore different representations of feminism and
analyse the effects of these representations. Secondly, I will critically assess these
effects in terms of power relations and discuss these in relation to dominant or
hegemonic representations of “Norwegianness”. I ask: What terms and words
do the interviewees use when they talk about “women’s issues” and “feminist
issues”? And, importantly, what is left out of the definition? What are the effects of
this?

The understanding of the categories “women” and “feminists” is central in defining
“women’s interests” and “feminist issues”, and struggles around definitions are
constitutive of women’s movements. “The rhetoric that defines women as a
distinctive constituency, instead of, within or against their other potentially
competing allegiances and identities, is a critical element of what creates a women’s
movement” (Ferree & Meuller 2007: 580). The definition of “women” and
“feminists” will decide whether certain issues will be included or excluded as a
“women’s issue” or a “feminist issue”.

Drawing on perspectives from black and post-colonial feminist theory, I seek to
analyse presuppositions or assumptions which underlie different representations in
the data. The focus on intersections between race, gender, and class has been central
in black feminist theory (for instance hooks 1982; Crenshaw 1991; Carby 1997;
Collins 2000; Roth 2004). Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) coined the term intersection-
ality, and she addresses how racism and sexism intersect in the lives of real people but
seldom in feminist and anti-racist discourses and practices. Crenshaw argues that
“because of their intersectional identity as both women and people of color within
discourses that are shaped to respond to one or the other, the interests and
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experiences of women of color are frequently marginalized within both” (Crenshaw

1991: 1244). In an American context, the concept of intersectionality has been used to

criticize a structural system built upon the mainstream, white, male patriarchy and

racialized oppression (Collins 1998). According to Staunæs (2003), this under-

standing has a tendency to fix categories and to understand subjects as determined by

social systems. However, in order to grasp the complexity of lived experience, one

needs to examine the doing of intersectionality, which means “the doing of the relation

between categories, the outcome of this doing and how this doing results in either

troubled or untroubled subject positions” (Staunæs 2003: 105). My approach to

intersectionality is informed by this view, in which categories like ethnicity and

gender are not predetermined, stable, or fixed. A central point is also the inclusion of

majority experiences and differences of power in minoritizing and majoritizing

processes (Staunæs 2003; Berg et al. 2010). Terms like ethnic minority woman and

ethnic majority woman are relational terms, and racialization as a relational

phenomenon can be fruitfully addressed through a focus on whiteness as an

unmarked position (Frankenberg 1993; Berg 2008).
In the discussion of “Norwegianness”, I draw on the work of Marianne Gullestad

(2002, 2006), who has used insights from post-colonial theory in order to identify

discourses of “Norwegianness” and processes of racialization in Norwegian society.

Post-colonial theory addresses orientalism as a powerful discursive system which

still exists in the European imagination of “us” and “the others” (Said 2003).

Gullestad emphasizes hegemony “in order to focus on majority-minority relations

as intrinsically unstable power struggles and thus to convey that there is a

struggle going on to control the use of key signs and the ostensibly neutral values”

(Gullestad 2006: 25). In the discussion of gender equality as a boundary marker

between “us” and “them”, I am also inspired by Nordic post-colonial feminist

researchers who claim that gender equality is at the core of the discourse on

nationhood in the Nordic countries (Mulinari et al. 2009: 5). In addition, I have

found Philomena Essed’s (1991) study of everyday racism and the term cultural

oppression or “ethnicism” (Essed 1991: 6), an ideology that proclaims “multiethnic”

equality but implicitly presupposes an ethnic or cultural hierarchical order, useful

in my discussions of representations of integration and racism in a Norwegian

context.
In the following, different representations of feminism in the Norwegian women’s

movement are analysed. The aim is to explore the construction of the category

“women” and how some issues are included whereas others are excluded within the

different representations. The focus is not the extent to which majority women’s

organizations have in fact practised co-operation with minority women’s

organizations, but rather how activists in the women’s movement talk about

relations between majority and minority women’s organizations, how they define

“women’s issues” and “feminist issues”, and to analyse the effects that are produced.

I start by discussing selected quotes, which should be regarded as illustrative

examples from my empirical material and are chosen in order to represent my

analysis of different understandings of “women’s issues” and “feminist issues” in the

interviews with women’s movement activists.
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Majority representations of feminism: exclusion of minority women’s issues

The focus on women’s issues has shifted. There has been a shift towards men
and immigrant women. These issues are important issues as well, but feminist
women’s issues do not have the same focus as they should have. (Anne,
majority women’s organization)

In this quote, “feminist women’s issues” are understood as something different from
issues concerning “immigrant women”. The interviewee, from a majority women’s
organization, talks about a turn away from focusing on feminist women’s issues to
men and immigrant women. There is an underlying understanding of women’s
interests as opposed to men’s interests. However, here, the “women” in question do
not include all women. Immigrant women are excluded in this representation, and
issues concerning immigrant women are viewed as competing issues. The
understanding of “women” seems to be “equated in practice with ‘white women’,
where whiteness is treated as an ‘unmarked category’ and normative claims are made
as if this category represented the whole” (Ferree & Meuller 2007: 580). The
discursive effect is that white Norwegian women are seen as the “real” women.
Within this representation of feminism, immigrant women appear to deviate from the
norm. They are viewed as “different”, and their interests are seen as “different
interests”. “Different” experiences and interests are made invisible and denied as
being true for “women”. Thus, immigrant women are excluded. Within this
representation, the category “immigrant women” is placed in a troubled subject
position, meaning that immigrant women are seen as problematic because they
deviate from the unmarked norm and their issues draw the focus away from “feminist
women’s issues” (Wetherell 1998; Staunæs 2003). Moreover, “immigrant women” are
minoritized and racialized in the sense that they are assumed to be a homogeneous
category and excluded from the category “women” because of their assumed
“otherness” in a Norwegian context (Gunaratnam 2003; Gullestad 2006; Berg et al.
2010). Thus, they are positioned outside the realm of feminist women’s issues and
excluded from the majority feminist agenda.

In my opinion, feminism is feminism. It is on the basis of gender. It is the same
discussion we had in relation to middle-class feminism and working-class
feminism . . . It is divisive and it is wrong. I mean that in regard to class and in
regard to ethnicity . . . To be a woman is more important than to be black.
(Berit, majority women’s organization)

This quote also illustrates an understanding of categories such as “gender”, “race”,
“ethnicity”, and “class” as distinct and not intertwined. In this definition of feminism,
gender is viewed as the basic category, and in order for the feminist movement to be
strong and united other categories like class, race, or ethnicity cannot be included on
equal terms. Moreover, they are viewed as competing categories. This representation
of feminism is based on a static and essentialist definition of “woman” (Anthias &
Yuval-Davis 1992: 96). Moreover, the effect of this representation of the category
“woman” is that white women are seen as the norm for being a woman. Black
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women’s experiences of sexism and racism are not acknowledged (Crenshaw 1991).
The interviewee’s majority position as a white woman is silenced. Moreover, when
whiteness as a majority position is silenced because of its seemingly self-evident
naturalness, the “others” are constituted as different and problematic (Berg 2008).
Thus, in this representation of feminism, black feminism is seen as dividing women’s
movements.

Interviewer: Does your organization work with issues related to racism, anti-
racism, and/or ethnic discrimination?
Anne: No, I can’t say that. Not particularly, I don’t think so, no.
Interviewer: What is the reason for that?
Anne: Well, there are many issues that many of us would have liked to work with.
However, we think that . . . There are some issues which are women’s issues, and
then there are other issues where you have other interest groups which work
specifically with those issues. So that limits what we can work with.

In this interview extract, issues related to racism and ethnic discrimination are
viewed as “other issues”. Anne, who is from a majority women’s organization,
considers these other issues to be important, but they are not considered to be
“women’s issues”. Furthermore, she claims that anti-discrimination organizations
deal with these issues and argues that there is a division of labour among the
voluntary organizations. This can be interpreted as a practical concern due to lack of
resources, but it can also be interpreted as an exclusion of racism and ethnic
discrimination from “women’s issues”. The exclusion of these issues from women’s
issues resonates with a colonial discourse (“us” versus “them”, “Norwegians” versus
“immigrants”) and a view of racism as being an issue that only concerns people of
colour. The effect is to conceal the reality that categories like majority and minority,
“Norwegians” and “immigrants” are relational terms; they are co-constructed, and it
hides the power relation (Frankenberg 1993).

A general finding from the interviews with majority women is that white
Norwegian women are viewed as the norm for being a “woman” and a “feminist” in
the interviews with majority women activists, whereas “other” women are seen as
deviant in the Norwegian context. Thus, “other” women’s issues are excluded from
the majority feminist agenda. In the next section, I will present minority
representations of feminism.

Minority representations of feminism: a wish to widen the feminist agenda—to include

racism

On the one hand, you have minority women who are integrated into Norwegian
society. Then you expect them to face the same challenges as Norwegian
women, and you don’t need to talk specifically about minority women. So
maybe Norwegian women’s organizations think like that. But on the other
hand, you have minority women who face problems Norwegian women don’t
face, and they need that special attention . . . Some women face racism, even if
they don’t like to talk about it, it is a fact. So you have to talk about the
problems these women face in their everyday life because they are minorities.
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So maybe feminism has to open up a little or widen the agenda to a certain
degree. (Alisha, minority women’s organization)

In this quote by a minority woman activist, the similarities between majoritized and
minoritized women—the common challenges they face as “women”—are
emphasized. However, minoritized women also express the fact that they face
discrimination in the work-place and in other parts of society because they are
women and minoritized. Feminism, which is equated with Norwegian women’s
organizations in this quote, is represented to be narrow in the sense that ethnic
discrimination and racism are excluded from this feminist agenda. This
representation of feminism echoes the criticisms of black feminists both in the US
and in Norway (Crenshaw 1991; Collins 2000; Salimi 2004). Another minority
interviewee also addresses the intersection of racism and sexism in minoritized
women’s lives:

The fight against racism is also a women’s issue . . . The connection between
gender and racism is very, very clear. Minority women are not only
discriminated against in the work-place because they are women, but because
they are minorities and black. (Ruth, minority women’s organization)

Racism and sexism are included in this representation of “women’s issues”. Hence,
discrimination based on gender and discrimination on the grounds of “race” or the
category “minority” are not seen as separate issues but as intersecting (Crenshaw
1991).

We’ve had some immense discussions here [in our organization] among
minority women about definitions. One of the reasons why we most often use
“minority” women instead of “black” women is because it is sort of a consensus
concept . . . “Black” is a political concept, it’s a political consciousness. It is
how you define yourself, how you reclaim your own identity, and how you
define yourself in relation to society. The political consciousness is a result of
experience and political engagement. When an anti-racist movement was
established in Norway, that definition was clearly political . . . [In our
organization] we discuss these things all the time. Lately it’s been desi-
feminism. These definitions are being developed at the periphery . . . they live at
the periphery and eventually they die. To bring them into the centre and say:
“I’m as much a woman and a feminist and a Norwegian as you or anyone else
is.” But we’re not there yet. As long as we are marginalized in the women’s
movement we’ll have these marginalized identities as well . . . I still define myself
as a black woman, not because of my colour, but because of my political
convictions. (Ruth, minority women’s organization)

This quote from a minority woman activist gives a picture of black feminism as
marginalized in the Norwegian women’s movement. Black feminism is connected to a
political consciousness and a political identity as a black woman. This identity is
based on personal experience and political engagement. The concept of black
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feminism is linked to an anti-racist feminist perspective in the fight for women’s
rights, and it addresses the intersections of racism and sexism (Crenshaw 1991). Black
feminism and desi7-feminism are represented to be at the periphery, whereas white
feminism is at the centre. This centre–periphery metaphor represents a picture of
majoritized women as the norm for being a feminist and also for being a woman in a
Norwegian context. In this representation, experiences of racism combined with
gender discrimination are not included in the majority women’s movement’s
understanding of women’s experiences and women’s issues. Minoritized women also
represent themselves as marginal in the Norwegian feminist movement, where a
political identity as a black feminist is viewed as “deviant”.

I am not a feminist. I am not against men, for example. I don’t think that all
women and men are alike. There are women and men who are modern, and
there are women and men who are very conservative . . . Feminists, they think
that women have to do it [fight for women’s rights], women and only women. I
don’t think that is a good idea. It’s not. Women and men have to fight together.
Otherwise there will not be gender equality, and that is what I’m concerned
with. (Zara, minority women’s organization)

This quote, from another minority woman activist, illustrates a representation of a
feminist as being “against men”. Several of the minoritized interviewees were
reluctant or even opposed to calling themselves or the organization feminist. These
respondents were very much in favour of gender equality and emphasized women’s
rights and the great opportunities for women in Norway. This representation of
feminism is in line with findings in other studies showing that many of those who are
in favour of gender equality resist the label feminist (Lovenduski 1997). The public
understanding of feminists as “man-haters” has not been unusual among the
majority population in Europe and is also found, for instance, in studies of feminist
movements in Finland and West Germany from the 1960s to the 1980s (Bergman
2004). The interviewees who rejected the label feminist argued that Norway is still not
a 100% gender-equal society, but yet women in Norway have many possibilities.
Some also wanted more collaboration with majority women’s organizations to work
towards achieving a gender-equal society and a widening of the feminist agenda.

This understanding of the category feminist and the explicit distancing from the
label feminist can also be interpreted as a kind of resistance against majority feminist
organizations and an expression of the experiences that some have had of a lack of
interest from feminist organizations. The impression of Norwegian feminists being
“against men” and the wish to work together with minority men can also be
understood in light of having common experiences with racism (Sudbury 1998).

Hegemonic processes of boundary-making: “Norwegians” versus “immigrants”

So far in this article, I have identified majority representations of feminism in which
white Norwegian women are viewed as the norm for being a feminist, while “other”
women are constructed as deviant in a Norwegian feminist context. In the minority
representations of feminism, white Norwegian women are also seen as the norm;
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however, this norm is questioned and challenged. The analysis of majority
representations of feminism indicates that racialization is a relational process in
which “immigrant women” or “black women” are minoritized by being positioned as
deviant from the category “woman”. The majority position, simply referred to as
“woman”, is silenced and unmarked. However, a feminist discourse does not exist in
a void, and in the remainder of the article I will use quotes to exemplify
representations of “Norwegians”, “immigrants”, racism, integration, and gender
equality in the data as a point of departure to discuss how the majority representation
of feminism has a privileged position because it resonates with dominant
representations of “Norwegianness”.

It’s fine [to open up different kinds of feminism] . . . but they [most immigrant
women] have special issues connected to their own ethnicity, being ethnic
minorities. It is not connected to society at large. If you are a Pakistani or an
Indian immigrant girl it is probably harder than being Norwegian. But for the
most part that is not because of how the society at large is treating them, it is
mainly due to how they are treated by their families . . . The reason why they are
disadvantaged is because they have a different family culture, a different kind of
oppression and cultural expectations regarding how they should live their lives
and what choices and possibilities they have. (Berit, majority women’s
organization)

In this quote from a majority woman activist, the categories “ethnic minorities”
and “Pakistani or Indian immigrant girl” are used to name certain women who are
categorized as “not Norwegians”. “Immigrant women” is also a category that is not
included in this representation of “Norwegian women”. In this understanding, which
exemplifies what I will argue is a hegemonic representation of feminism,
immigrants/ethnic minorities and Norwegians are constituted as mutually exclusive
categories. The subjectification effect of this representation is that immigrants/ethnic
minorities and Norwegians are set in opposition to each other; a dynamic called
“dividing practices” (Bacchi 2009: 16, with reference to Foucault 1982: 208). The
term immigrant (innvandrer) is usually viewed as a “neutral” description in a
Norwegian context; however, it has an implicit code “based on ‘Third World’ origin,
different values from the majority, ‘dark skin’, a working-class background”
(Gullestad 2006: 175). Ethnicity and ethnic minorities are increasingly used in a
Norwegian context because they are seen as more “neutral” notions than for instance
“race” (Berg & Kristiansen 2010). However, these understandings contribute to a
division between “us” and “them” in an asymmetrical relationship (Gullestad 2006:
176). Thus, the effect of being labelled immigrant or ethnic minority is that being a
Norwegian citizen—legally speaking—is not sufficient for being a “Norwegian”.
Immigrants are thereby excluded from the imagined Norwegian nation. The terms
have elements of hierarchy and work as boundary markers.

The boundary-setting between immigrant/ethnic minorities and Norwegians is
also created by the reference to “culture”. The oppression of immigrant or ethnic
minority women is understood to be a cultural problem. An underlying assumption
in this representation is that structural discrimination is the main problem for
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women’s liberation and gender equality in a majority Norwegian context, while
oppression of immigrant or ethnic minority women is due to different cultural
expectations of girls within their ethnic community. Hence, majority feminist
organizations are fighting structural discrimination against women, which is seen as a
universal issue, whereas ethnic minorities are fighting cultural discrimination, which
is seen as special, particular, and reserved for minorities. The understanding of
minority violence as “special” and explained by “minority culture” is in line with
much of the media coverage of honour killings in Norway, where minority violence
against women is linked to culture, whereas majority violence against women is
linked to gender, power, and societal structures (Bredal 2007: 58–59).

The focus on cultural difference within the majority representation of feminism
resonates with a common understanding of culture. In this view, culture is seen as a
static and bounded entity. According to Gullestad, culture has replaced “race” in
Norwegian politics and conventional wisdom, and “the idea of cultural difference is
working to prevent specific categories of racially coded people from being included in
the nation” (Gullestad 2006: 27). Norwegian society is often described as egalitarian.
However, this egalitarianism is based on “sameness” (likhet), and people who are
perceived as “too culturally different” are therefore problematic (Gullestad 2006:
170–171). The representation of ethnic minority/immigrant women’s issues as solely
related to their ethnicity and their culture is not only a Norwegian phenomenon, and
it plays into wider “ethnicist discourses” of difference in which the experiences of
racialized groups are defined in “culturalist” terms (Brah 2009: 506). According to
Brah (2009), this leads to stereotyping and fails to address other social experiences
and relations of power related to class, gender, race, and sexuality. The main point
here, however, is that the unmarked and silent majority position within the majority
representation of feminism seems to resonate with a dominant representation of
“Norwegianness”. In this representation of culturally different ethnic minorities,
“Norwegianness” and whiteness are constructed as an undefined normative centre.
The effect is that the term “Norwegian” is constituted rather narrowly, meaning
exclusively those of Norwegian descent.

“Integration, integration, integration”—the silencing of racism

Integration is the big thing now. The last twenty years one has worked with
integration, integration, integration. They have tried all kinds of different
measures. The voices have been very much in conformity, and they have gone
into the general discourse in society about immigration, and they have
supported the prejudice and the stereotypes which are already there in society.
Those voices have been presented by researchers, the media, and others. But the
voices of our organization and the women here . . . It has been a very conscious
women’s political organization with an anti-racist feminist agenda. (Ruth,
minority women’s organization)

The difficulty of acknowledging racism as a part of more general discourses in
Norwegian society is exemplified in this quote from Ruth. In this representation, the
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focus on “integration” is supporting prejudice and stereotypes, and it is seen as an
obstacle for anti-racist feminism.

The emphasis on minorities/immigrants as culturally different positions “them” as
troublesome subjects within the discourse of integration. Moreover, minorities are
seen as problematic when they are not integrated—meaning different from “us”.
Thus, processes of racialization—disguised as talk about cultural differences—are
silenced in the discourse of integration. The denial of racism within this dominant
representation works as an effective instrument of repression by de-legitimizing an
anti-racist feminist agenda (Essed 1991). In Essed’s study of everyday racism in the
US and the Netherlands, she argues that Dutch racism “operates through the
discourse of tolerance” (Essed 1991: 6). Racism operates as cultural oppression or
“ethnicism”, an ideology that “proclaims the existence of ‘multiethnic’ equality but
implicitly presupposes an ethnic or cultural hierarchical order” (ibid.). In contrast to
the Netherlands, Norway has a self-perception as a small country without a tradition
of imperialism or colonialism (Gullestad 2006: 39). There is a self-image of Norway
as “the good agent” in international relations, connected to development aid and
peace-building (Eide & Simonsen 2008). However, based on the representations
found in my empirical material, I would argue that “ethnicism” (Essed 1991: 6)—
implicitly presupposing an ethnic or cultural hierarchical order—is also present in the
Norwegian context and that these representations resonate with wider discourses.
The discourse of integration is one of these. Integration has been the key concept in
Norway since the 1970s; however, there has been a change in the way in which
integration is defined, moving from a focus on social problems to a focus on cultural
and religious difference (Hagelund 2003; Døving 2009).

The following quote from a majority woman activist also exemplifies the
understanding that racism is not a big problem in Norway:

We don’t have structural racism here. We don’t have ghettos, and we don’t
have prisons filled with young black men . . . To be a member of our
organization is irreconcilable with racist and Nazi points of view . . . (Berit,
majority women’s organization)

In this quote, racism is associated with the “structural racism” of American society
and this is contrasted with Norwegian society. In this representation of racism,
“structural racism” is also linked to “ghettos” and “young, black men”. The word
“ghettos” carries connotations of poor housing conditions, poverty, and an
underclass, quite the opposite of the image of the egalitarian Norwegian welfare
state. “Young, black men” in prisons are mentioned, which can give the impression
that structural racism is a gendered issue, primarily concerning men in other parts of
the world, not women here in Norway. The last part of the quote also points to a
quite common view in Norway: to have a racist point of view is often equated with
having a Nazi point of view. Present-day Norwegians distance themselves strongly
from both Nazism and racism (Gullestad 2006: 42). Racism is linked to extreme
right-wing and neo-Nazi actors. Norwegian politicians are also very careful and
reluctant about labelling anyone or anything as “racist” or “racism” (Hagelund 2003:
249). Racism is a sensitive topic in Norwegian society and an issue that causes
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“discomfort when responsibility is placed in larger portions of the population or,

even more, in linguistic practices and modes of thought shared by the whole

population” (Hagelund 2003: 265). The kind of racism that does exist in Norway is

commonly understood to be “located in the malicious intentions of specific

individuals, not in institutionalized state and everyday practices, in structural

economic inequalities, or in discursive resources available more or less to everybody”

(Gullestad 2006: 47).
Racism is not considered to be a relevant issue in the Norwegian context and is

thus silenced in majority representations of feminism. When majority feminists were

specifically asked about racism or anti-racist work, a typical answer would be: “To be

a member of our organization is irreconcilable with racist and Nazi points of view.”

Being accused of racism is considered a huge insult, and it clashes completely with the

self-understanding of what a feminist is. However, despite, or perhaps because of,

this understanding, within majority representations of feminism, the asymmetrical

relationship between “immigrant women” and “Norwegian women” is not

considered, and racial horizons of understanding (race thinking) are not

acknowledged.
When racism is mentioned in the interviews with majority activists, it is often

articulated as a fear of buying into a racist agenda:

I think we have been a bit afraid of putting violence against immigrant women

on the agenda because one is afraid of doing something wrong and contributing

to further stigmatization and discrimination. (Mona, majority women’s

organization)

In relation to honour killing and forced marriages, the political Right has been

more attentive, rather than the political left and the women’s movement. I think

that’s a pity, both for the women’s movement and those who are victims of

forced marriages. I think these are extremely difficult issues, of course . . .

I don’t think that [my organization] has a well developed policy on these issues.

But I think we have to realize that forced marriages can be a problem for those

who are affected by them. That there are oppressive patriarchal structures in

immigrant communities that are maybe even strengthened by being in Norway

because you feel defensive about being in a minority who are being

discriminated against in the first place . . . To say that it is a real problem

without saying that immigrants themselves are a problem . . . I wish the political

Left and women’s organizations and feminists [would deal with these issues]

even if it’s very difficult. (Mona, majority women’s organization)

These quotes address the difficulty for majority women of articulating criticism

against ethnic minorities. In the second quote, Mona, from a majority women’s

organization, addresses discrimination against immigrant/minority (men) as an issue

that can contribute to the oppression of immigrant/minority women. In her opinion,

criticism of oppressive minority men can lead to further discrimination and racism.

Interestingly, in this representation the majority position is marked, meaning that
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discrimination against minorities by the majority is acknowledged. The interviewee
expresses regret about the organization’s passivity in relation to “minority violence”.
Uneasiness, guilt, and shame are often expressed in relation to whiteness (Berg 2008).
The feelings of regret and guilt that are present in several of the interviews with
majority activists can be interpreted as a result of the articulation of whiteness in the
interview situation, which is related to the recognition of being positioned in a
majority position. However, by defining minority women’s issues as “different” or
“too difficult” within the hegemonic representation of feminism, the lived effect is
that the majority women’s organizations are avoiding issues related to majoritizing
and minoritizing processes. According to Berg (2008: 220), only the dominant,
unmarked positions are allowed avoidance, and the paradox is that avoidance
reproduces inequality.

The representation illustrated by the quote above also points to the either/or
rhetoric in the public debate, which the majority respondents do not see any way out
of, and which makes the majority women’s organizations prone to paralysis and
passivity towards minority women’s organizations (Pristed Nielsen & Thun 2010).
This understanding within the majority representations of feminism resonates with
the dominant representation in the Norwegian context: you are either “for” or
“against” immigrants—you are either accused of snillisme (defined as “mistaken
kindness” towards immigrants) or you are buying into a racist agenda (Hagelund
2003: 196). This either/or rhetoric is connected to colonial discourse, what Gullestad
(2006) calls a polarization between “us” (majority Norwegians) and “them”
(immigrants) based on descent. This rhetoric has become more or less hegemonic in
Norway since September 11th, 2001 and the murder of Fadime Sahindal in 2002.8

Gullestad argues that gender and cultural differences have largely replaced social
class and structure as the main categories of social conflict in popular consciousness,
and that a new form of ethnic nationalism is becoming naturalized as self-evident.
I would also argue that the dominant representation of integration—with a focus on
cultural and religious differences—resonates with the colonial discourse and
constitutes “them” as the problem, not “us”, and thereby contributes to the silencing
of racism.

“Normal” gender equality versus “crisis” gender equality

Norwegian women are very concerned with that [gender equality]. They got it
through their mothers’ milk. So that’s the main thing. But anti-racism, that
is . . . It is not so much the focus . . . the women’s organizations are not . . .

I think if I ask them or you ask them, they are opposed to racist attitudes.
(Alisha, minority women’s organization)

This quote illustrates a view shared by several of the minority respondents in this
study, and I would argue that it gives a quite accurate description of the attitudes
shared by many in Norwegian society: gender equality is seen as a basic value which
cannot be compromised, and this value is closely linked to “Norwegianness”
(Gullestad 2002, 2006; Lotherington 2008; Berg et al. 2010). Gender equality has
become a marker between “good” and “evil”, between “us” and “them”. In this
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representation of gender equality, the “suppressed immigrant” woman, often

identified as Muslim, is contrasted with the “gender-equal Norwegian” woman (Berg

et al. 2010).

They [immigrant women] have some issues that they are very concerned with.

So we have a very different point of departure. They have other problems . . .

They might think that our problems are “luxury problems” because they have a

different background and a different reality. (Heidi, majority women’s

organization)

This interview extract illustrates a representation of two different gender equality

agendas: one for majoritized women and another for minoritized women. Even if the

former category is not yet equal with men, the latter category is represented as a

uniform group of women who are “even worse off”. Majority representations of

feminism draw on a polarized understanding, where “women’s issues” are

synonymous with “our” (majority Norwegians) issues and “minority women’s

issues” are first and foremost connected to “crisis” issues (honour-related violence)

and linked to culture. The “crisis” gender equality related to minority groups is also

visible in Norwegian policies (Siim & Skjeie 2008). The discursive and also

institutional division between “us” and “them” that is linked to cultural differences

resonates with the representation of integration discussed above and, within this

representation, gender equality is seen as a Norwegian value, something “we” have

and “they” do not.
The subjectification effect of the representation of “minority violence” as cultural

and as a sign of lack of integration is that minorities are constituted as troublesome

subjects. The logic seems to be that “they” are the problem because “they” have a

different culture (meaning women-oppressive), and because “they” are not like “us”

(meaning gender-equal). When gender equality is linked to “Norwegianness”, it is

seen as a positive value and becomes a marker of difference, a boundary marker

between “us” and “them”, rather than a political goal and an aim for common

political work.
The focus on “crisis” gender equality, linked to cultural oppression and the

discourse of integration, also overshadows a potential common feminist agenda

opposing violence against women. An unproblematized issue within majority

representations of feminism is that the feminist slogan “the personal is political” does

not seem to apply to women who are dealing with gender discrimination due to “a

different family culture”. Violence against women has been a central issue for the

women’s movement since the 1970s, and there has been a continuous expansion of

the way in which this issue has been strategically framed (Verloo & Lombardo 2007).

However, when “minority violence” is understood as cultural and different, the

discursive effect is that so-called minority violence is constructed as “their” problem,

not a general “women’s issue”. In this representation, “minority violence” is

understood as an “integration issue” rather than a “women’s issue”. This

understanding supports the image of “them” versus “us” and the stereotypical

image of the “suppressed minority woman” versus the “liberated majority woman”.
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Conclusion: feminist discourse embedded in dominant representations of

“Norwegianness”

In this article, I set out to explore representations of feminism in contemporary
Norwegian feminist discourse. My starting-point was to analyse definitions of the
categories “women” and “feminists” in order to see whom these categories included
or excluded, and thus which issues were regarded as feminist and by whom. I found
that minority women are excluded in majority representations of feminism by being
defined as “different” and that there is a boundary between “Norwegian women” and
“immigrant/minority women”. Within majority representations of feminism, the
fight against racism and ethnic discrimination is not included in the way “women’s
issues” are represented. Moreover, racism is not considered to be a relevant women’s
issue in the Norwegian context and is thus silenced in majority representations of
feminism. Minority/immigrant women’s issues are represented as being related to
their ethnicity and culture. Nevertheless, one can ask: Are these different
representations expressions of unlike, yet equal, feminisms in the plural? Political
struggle within a political movement is not a new phenomenon, and internal strife
dates back to 1884 when the first women’s rights organization was established in
Norway (Halsaa et al. 2008: 8). My claim is that these different representations of
feminism are not equal because one cannot overlook the aspects of power. The
processes of minoritizing and majoritizing and boundary-making that have been
analysed here have elements of hierarchy and define who belongs and who does not
belong to the feminist movement in Norway.

Using Bacchi’s (2009) analytical distinction between three potential effects of
problem presentations, the discursive effect is that minority women who experience
structural hindrances, for instance in the labour market, are silenced, while the
minority women who experience honour-related violence are being heard
(hypervisibility, cf. Bredal 2007), but they are excluded from a majority feminist
agenda. This again leads to a strengthening of the assumed difference between
minoritized and majoritized women. The subjectification effect is that minorities are
constituted as troublesome within the majority representation of feminism. Thus,
processes of racialization—disguised as talk about cultural differences—are silenced
in this representation. The lived effect is that the majority women’s organizations
find it difficult to bridge the gap between majority and minority women activists,
and as a result they remain passive towards minority women’s organizations
(Pristed Nielsen & Thun 2010). Within majority representations of feminism, the
asymmetrical relationship between “Norwegian women” and “immigrant/minority
women” is for the most part unreflected, and racial horizons of understanding (race
thinking) are not acknowledged. When whiteness as a majority position is articulated
in the interviews, it brings out feelings of regret and guilt, which leads to avoidance of
“difficult” issues.

I would argue that majority representations of feminism hold privileged or
hegemonic positions because they draw on a dominant national discourse of
Norwegianness, in which white so-called ethnic Norwegians are viewed as the norm,
while “others” are constructed as deviant, as second-class citizens in a Norwegian
context. The discourse of Norwegianness is a hegemonic discourse that is built
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up around dominant principles such as representations of racism, integration, and
gender equality. The notion of Norwegianness is named in the interviews, but
otherwise not defined or explained, and is the unmarked norm. The term
“Norwegianness” works as an exclusionary notion in the sense that immigrants/mi-
norities are constituted as holding troubled subject positions; they deviate from the
norm, they are described as “different”—not fully Norwegian. The discourse of
“Norwegianness” is encompassed in a wider colonial discourse (“us” versus “them”,
“Norwegians” versus “immigrants/minorities”); however, in the particular Norwe-
gian (Nordic) context this dominant representation is closely linked to the concept of
integration and gender equality (Keskinen et al. 2009). This is combined with
“ethnicism” and a denial of racism (Essed 1991).

In order to understand why minority women’s claims have proven to be and still
are viewed as a challenge to white majority feminists, I would argue that a hegemonic
representation of feminism resonates with and is embedded in the dominant
representation of “Norwegianness” in the overall Norwegian society, which is why it
is so powerful and persistent but yet unacknowledged. There are counter-positions
which challenge this hegemonic understanding; however, they are still marginal
within feminist discourse in Norway. A first step in building a more inclusive
feminism would be to reflect upon the relational processes of minoritizing and
majoritizing. Another step would be to include minority women in the definition of
“women” and “feminists” and thereby redefine the notions of “women’s issues” and
“feminist issues”. A next possible step might be to open up to a more intersectional
perspective and include issues like racism and ethnic discrimination in the feminist
agenda, instead of seeing them as separate and competing issues.

Notes

1
This title is a slightly altered quote from one of the interviews on which the analysis in this article is based.

2
“Feminism” can be defined and understood in many different ways (Bergman 2004: 27), and this concept

will be discussed empirically later in the article.
3
Racialization refers to “the process of differentiating people and stabilising these differences, as well as

legitimating power relations based on these racialised differences” (Mulinari et al. 2009: 4).
4
However, for reader-friendliness, I will not place these terms in quotation marks in the rest of the article.

5
The names used in relation to the quotes are fictional.

6
Bacchi’s “What’s the Problem?” approach was introduced in her book of 1999, and later developed as the

“What’s the Problem Represented to Be?” (WPR) approach in her book of 2009. The WPR approach is

usually applied in the analysis of policy documents in order to highlight competing constructions of issues

addressed in a policy process. However, the approach has also been used to analyse interviews (see for

instance Rönnblom 2002).
7
Desi is a concept used to describe South Asians living outside Asia.

8
Fadime Sahindal was a young Kurdish-Swedish woman who was killed by her father in January 2002

because she had a Swedish boyfriend. The murder received much public attention in Scandinavia.
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