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Balancing between the Commercial and the Political. Feminist Girlhood in the Swedish Girls’ Magazine Darling
In my opinion Spice Girls’ image is about as credible as Veckorevyn’s, Solo’s and Frida’s, all three magazines with the same target group. (--) To be as successful and independent as Spice Girls means in Veckorevyns logic to have a trained, fit body. No, Girl power in relation to Spice Girls is, in my opinion, not a way for a young woman to gain independency. Instead, it’s a commercial way of benefiting from already discriminating gender structures.

This is how journalist Karin Ekman criticizes the concept of girl power and commercial girls’ magazines Vecko-Revyn, Solo and Frida in the Swedish girls’ magazine Darling in 1997. In the article, the contradiction between ‘commercial girl power’ and ‘original feminist activism’ of the 1990s is strongly underlined. In the title of the article Ekman asks: “How did girl power with such a promising start turn into something as bad as Spice Girls?” This contradiction between counter-cultural feminist activism and commercialization of the phenomenon
 was central in the discussions about ‘feminist girlhood’ in Darling and other Swedish feminist journals throughout the 1990s and the early 2000s. 


In this presentation I will analyze the negotiations about feminist girlhood in Darling in 1996-2000. Darling was started as a webzine in 1996 (www.drrling.se) and was also published as a printed version in 1997-2002. The website including every issue from 1996 to 2002 was available online until the summer 2008. In this presentation I refer mostly to the printed Darling that was released in 6-8 issues/year
. The topics of the articles varied, but in this presentation I will mainly concentrate on the discussions about feminism and feminist girlhood. The editors of the magazine were mainly young feminists who had also previously been active in feminist cultural production, for example other magazines and feminist bands.


Firstly, I will put the magazine Darling in the cultural-historical context of feminist visibility in Swedish media in the 1990s. Secondly, I will analyze the construction of feminist girlhood in the magazine. And finally, I will present some viewpoints on the wider Swedish negotiations about feminist girlhood in the contexts of feminist activism and commercial girl power. The theoretical focus in the presentation is on mapping the genealogy of Darling, in other words, how this kind of feminist girls’ magazine and the concept of ‘feminist girlhood’ became possible in a certain historical and cultural context.

1. Backgrounds of the Swedish Media Visibility of Feminism in the 1990s
Emergence of Darling in Swedish media culture, directed at teenaged girls, can be contextualized through wider changes in the media visibility of feminism and feminists in Sweden since during the 1990s. Swedish anthropologist Fanny Ambjörnsson analyses the period from the mid-1990s until the turn of the millennium in terms of an increasing of feminism and girl-centred themes, such as eating disorders and beauty pressures, in Swedish press. This increased visibility of feminism, girls and girlhood can be linked to firstly, changes in Swedish state feminism in the 1990s, secondly, to the wider Western phenomenon of third wave feminism and thirdly, to the phenomena of radical grrrl power and commercial girl power.

The turning point in Swedish debates about feminism and gender equality has often been situated in the election in 1991, after which the number of women in Parliament dropped from 38 to 34 percent. After the election discussions about lack of women in political decision-making increased in mainstream media.
 As a counter-reaction several women’s networks were started around the country. The most visible of the networks was called the Support Stockings (Stödstrumporna) and it was grounded in Stockholm in 1991. Before the election in 1994 the network threatened the Swedish parties with creating a women’s party, if the existing parties did not increase the number of women and take gender equality into consideration. The group succeeded in influencing most of the existing parties in a way that questions of gender equality were included in their agendas and the number of women candidates was increased. The theme of the election in 1994 was “varannan damernas”, “every other to the women”. After the election women’s political representation in Sweden was the highest in the world and the administrative structures were reconstructed in terms of gender equality. In addition, the Gender Equality Delegation was grounded as a part of the Government. Many of the members of the Delegation were originally members of the Support Stockings.
 The Support Stockings got enormous media attention in press, radio and television in 1993-1994. Since the mid-1990s gender equality has been one of the most powerful discourses in interpreting and contextualizing Swedish feminism. Also young feminist activists have frequently put their agenda in the context of equalitarian feminism, often pointing out its discontinuities and drawbacks.


Simultaneously in the beginning of the 1990s feminist cultural production and discussions about new or third wave feminism started to become more visible on several media arenas. The Swedish development of third wave feminism was unique in the sense of the emphasis on equalitarian state feminism and governmental changes, but the discussions were also strongly influenced by international Western discussions. In the year 1991 two of the most influential third wave feminist books, Naomi Wolf’s Beauty Myth and Susan Faludi’s Backlash. The Undecleared War against American Women were published. These books were translated into Swedish already in 1992 (Beauty Myth) and 1993 (Backlash) and they were frequently referred to in Swedish feminist journals and anthologies. The feminist journal bang, that became one of the most influential feminist journals, was also started in the year 1991. Besides bang, the feminist publications in the mid- and late 1990s include for example guidebooks X-Märkt. Flickornas guide till verkligheten
, Ett hjärta i jeans. Och andra texter av tjejer om tjejers grejer
 and Fittstim
. These books, as well as the magazine Darling were mostly written by young women and directed at girls and young women.


As already seen in the first quotation, the two intertwining phenomena of feminist activism and girl power were frequently commented on in the debates about feminist girlhood and feminist girls. The origins of commercial girl power have often been traced to the counter-cultural feminist activism of the American Riot Grrrls. This activism was commercialized in the mid-1990s as girl power.
 The British band Spice Girls has most often been mentioned as an example of the commercialization of feminist viewpoints. Feminist criticism of girl power was in the mid-1990s directed at commercial media culture that was interpreted to empower girls and women only if they were pretty enough and had access to buying the right appearance and attitude. Next, I will move on to discuss how these negotiations were visible in Darling.
2. Feminist Girlhood in Darling


We don’t want to change the World, we aren’t riot grrls and we aren’t unemployed. 
But we are extremely irritated because there are no magazines in Sweden that we really 
like and that’s why we want to start our own.

This is how the editors of Darling define the focus of the magazine in the editorial of the first issue in 1996. As seen in the quotation, the editors refer both to the American riot grrrl movement and to other Swedish magazines. Although the editors state, that “they aren’t riot grrls”, topics such as feminism, media culture, sexual autonomy and girls’ power are frequently discussed in the magazine. Feminist icons, praised by American third wave feminists, such as Bikini Kill, especially the lead singer Kathleen Hanna, and Courtney Love are also frequently visible in interviews and magazine covers.
 


As I see it, Darling can be interpreted as a combination of commercial girls’ magazines and counter-cultural feminist publications. The magazine can also be compared to contemporary American feminist magazines with the same target group. The high-quality layout and format of Darling resemble commercial (Swedish) girls’ magazines, for example Vecko-Revyn or Frida. On the cover of the magazine there usually is a photo of a young woman, often a musician or actress. For example, the cover girl of the issue 3/1997 was Björk and the issue 1/2000 Courtney Love. The magazine includes reports about contemporary fashion, trends, music, writers, actors and musicians. There are also the editorial and the sections for readers’ letters and questions about relationships, sex and fashion in every issue. The layout and format of the magazine seem to follow the guidelines of commercial girls’ magazines quite closely. However, the difference to other girls’ magazines and the construction of a different form of girlhood, as I argue, a feminist girlhood, is also strongly underlined in the magazine.

Darling quoted the rhetoric of the American Riot Grrrls and put it into a Swedish context in many ways.
 American Riot Grrrls as well as young Swedish feminists started their own bands and zines, organised events and were known for their unique, punk-influenced fashion. The term Grrrl marked reclaiming the word girl as a celebration of aggressiveness and fierceness. In addition, the Riot Grrrl agenda included constructing new meanings to girl culture, such as self-expression through unique fashion, Do It Yourself approach to cultural production and openly questioning oppression, such as sexual harassment, racism and violence. 
 


New vocabulary and challenging degrading and politically loaded definitions and words were essential in the Riot Grrrl movement both in the USA and Sweden. This can clearly be seen in magazine titles such as Darling and the American Bitch. Printed Darling and the website www.drrling.se can be read as examples of this phenomenon of actively challenging understandings about girls. ‘Darling’ as a word carries connotations of being sweet and soft. However, in the magazine this understanding is turned upside down as the readers are encouraged to become ‘darlings’, which means being confident, independent and aware of the oppressive and sexist practices of advertising, fashion industries and commercial girl culture. The name of the website, Drrling
, quotes grrl and riot grrl and adds aggressiveness to the word Darling. Grrl itself carries reference to growling, thereby equating girlhood with aggressive power.


This strategy of actively creating new meanings to words and definitions is closely analysed in the article about the Riot Grrrls, published in Darling in 2000. This is how Liv-Marit Bergman analyses the strategies of the “grrrl agenda”:

Early in the 1990s: at the same time that Kat Bjelland and Courtney Love fought over 
who could find the prettiest babydoll-dresses Bikini Kill released the single “Revolution 
Girl Style Now” and suddenly feminists didn’t call themselves “womyn” anymore, 
instead the correct title became “girl”. (--) When Kathleen Hanna took a drawing pen 
and wrote “slut” on her stomach and the riot girls combined hairy legs with Catholic 
schoolgirl uniforms, it was a game about gender roles and style codes à la Madonna, but 
also a way of trying to give value to “all things girl”. To overrule the patriarchy isn’t 
only about challenging the feminine roles, but also about making it cool to be a girl.

The uses of the words ‘girl’, ‘darling’ and ‘slut’ in a feminist project can be analyzed as a political strategy in which concepts and definitions are consciously challenged and put into new contexts. This politizing of definitions is especially important in relation to re-conceptualizing formerly degrading words. For example, the word ‘queer’ or the Swedish word ‘flata’ (‘dyke’) can also be interpreted as examples of these politizing practices.
 Judith Butler has analyzed these strategies as a “double movement” that simultaneously includes the repetition and the possible change and questioning of the concepts.
 American feminists Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards put this strategy in a feminist context in the book Manifesta:


Girl, bitch, slut and cunt - all of which are titles of records and books by feminists of our 
generation - are no longer scary words we have to keep in the closet, in fear that they will 
become weapons to be deployed against us. (--) More and more women own bitch (and 
what it means to be released from the “please like me” gene), cunt (both the complex,
odiferous body part and the wise, badass woman, and slut (the girl whose sexuality 
is owned by no-one but herself.)

An important viewpoint in the re-conceptualizing of these words and the construction of a feminist girlhood is that the young feminists themselves practiced this politization.
 In Darling, this meant using a “from a girl to a girl” rhetoric that characterises the magazine. In the editorials and articles, the most common definition bringing the readers and the editors together was the label of “a Darling”. The editors often addressed their readers by the word Darling and in the Readers’ Letters section the readers often referred to the editors, other readers and themselves with the same word. For example, pseudonym “Johanna” writes in Darling 3/1998:


Hi! I’ve read Darling quite a lot by now and am more than extremely satisfied with 
everything the magazine stands for, BUT sometimes I feel a bit uncertain. The thing that 
makes it a little hard for me to sleep at night is that I’m not completely sure whether I’m 
enough to be a Darling. (--) I think that the whole editorial staff seems to be a bunch of 
unusually clever, smart and human people. I wish I could be one of you. (--) I WANT TO 
BE A DARLING SO MUCH!!!

The editors reply to her letter: “Everyone who wants to be a Darling, is allowed to. You are one already. Congratulations.”
 This rhetoric of speaking from a girl to a girl in an empowering sense is central both in the feminist tradition of consciousness-raising and the feminist activism of the 1990s. Sharing personal experiences and constructing a desirable and empowering role model, a (feminist) Darling, with which the readers could identify themselves, was central in the magazine throughout the 1990s and early 2000s. 


The rhetoric of the magazine can be compared to, for example, contemporary feminist “survival guides”, targeted at young women. The most influential Swedish guidebook, Fittstim, was published in 1999 and edited by Linda Skugge, Belinda Olsson and Brita Zilg. The book got enormous media attention at the turn of the millennium. The book was sold in 30 000 copies in Sweden and it was translated to Norwegian (1999), Danish (1999), Icelandic (2000) and later in 2003 to Finnish.
 The book is a collection of 18 articles, written by 18 young women that in the forewords define themselves as feminists. One of the editors, Brita Zilg, worked also as a chief editor in Darling. In the forewords of the book the editors state that they “wanted to create a forum for the girls in which they wouldn’t be edited or corrected
.

So, what was “a Darling” like, according to the magazine? In the issue 2/1997 the editors list the top-20 of Swedish women. On the list there are alternative musicians (Stina Nordestam), (feminist) journalists (Susanne Ljung, Linda Norrman-Skugge), writers (Nina Björk, Britt Edwall) and, surprisingly, also commercial pop artists such as the 18-year-old singer Robyn. The list presents an interesting combination of counter-cultural feminists and mainstream cultural actors. The definitions used about these “top women” include, for example, strong (Stina Nordenstam, Ann-Britt Grunewald, Margareta Krook), angry (Nina Björk, Britt Edwall) and cool (Titiyo, Da Cream, Filippa Kihlborg, Melinda Kinnaman). These definitions are frequently used in Darling. A (feminist) girl is strong, critical, angry, and most of all, cool.
 Perhaps the best example of this feminist rhetoric can be found in the definition of Little My, who is the 12th on the list.


The Riot Grrl of Moomin Walley must definitely be on our list. After all, she is one of 
those who don’t stand aside, give up and think, that life, society and existence are just 
fine, although everything sucks. Have courage to be content and happy! Have courage to 
be angry! Have courage to say what you think! Have courage to have opinions! 
Everything can be changed for the better, everything can be done our own way. Civic 
disobedience in the World of Hemulens and Fillyjonks! Everything can be done vice 
versa, backwards and outside in! We need more Little Mys on our sidewalks!

In conclusion, being a Darling included being confident, independent and ready to stand up for oneself and criticize, when necessary. Girls’ role in various forms of cultural production, such as the music business and the comics as well as girls’ sexuality are frequent topics of the issues. There are also several interviews and articles about Swedish feminists and feminism. The importance of Darling in circulating a view on feminism as fun, accessible and empowering is underlined. For example, encouraging girls to adopt feminist agenda is clearly visible in Darling 2/1998, in a column written by feminist columnist Linda Norrman-Skugge. Norrman-Skugge criticises singer Charlotte Nilsson for not calling herself feminist. In addition, she calls for a more understandable and accessible form of feminism that the girls would benefit a lot from. 


It’s bad, call yourself feminist, girl! You are, after all, a role model to other young girls. 
It’s no wonder that young girls don’t want to call themselves feminists. (--) I understand 
them. Because where should you begin? Where to find information and knowledge, if 
you don’t understand the editorials because they feel internal and too academic?

Next, I will move on to analyse how the feminist girlhood Darling presented, was discussed in relation to commercial girls’ magazines and wider understandings about third wave feminism.

3. Whose Feminism? Intersections and Negotiations

The feminist girlhood Darling constructs was also negotiated through references to other Swedish girls’ magazines. As discussed earlier, the editors of Darling stated already in their first editorial that they did not like any contemporary Swedish girls’ magazines. In Darling comparisons were often made especially to Vecko-Revyn, that was one of the most despised magazines by young Swedish feminists. The magazine was frequently cited as promoting beauty pressures and commercial beauty ideals. This is how a reader, “a Darling”, describes the differences between Darling and Vecko-Revyn in Darling 3/1997:


I’m a 16-year-old girl who thinks that you are simply super. Those who don’t think so 
seem to be senile old men or something like that. Straight after I got your first printed 
issue in my mailbox I quitted my subscription of Vecko-Revyn. That shit didn’t feel 
worth reading after one had had the pleasure of reading one issue of your magazine.

Contrasting these two magazines is also clearly visible in Vecko-Revyn. In Vecko-Revyn 45/1997 the chief editor Åsa Rydgren states, probably referring to Darling:

Sometimes new magazines are started. I think that’s a good thing. It creates discussion 
and new opinions in the press arena and that’s fun. Those who make these new 
magazines often state that their magazine will ABSOLUTELY NOT become a new 
Vecko-
Revyn. (--) I read ALL of your letters (that’s true!) because I want Vecko-Revyn 
to be precisely like you want it to be. We make the magazine for you and not for the 
professional critics and everyone else being so eager to decide what you, Swedish girls, 
should read.

In the column Rydgren comments on the ongoing debates about girls’ oppression through the beauty industries and commercial girl culture and states that Vecko-Revyn is always on the girls’ side. The change in the view on feminism is clearly seen in Vecko-Revyn during the 1990s. While in the issue 1/1997 columnist Emma Hamberg stated that “she would rather become a man than a feminist”
, the issue 48/1999 was themed “Feminism” and included articles about sexualized media culture, harassment and beauty pressures. As I see it, this change is related to the mainstreaming of feminist viewpoints from counter-cultural activism to commercial girl culture. To be a feminist had by the year 1999 become mainstream and fashionable and could be celebrated on the pages of Vecko-Revyn as well.


Darling was also occasionally criticized in terms of commercialization of feminism or the over-importance of sex and sexuality in the articles. I interpret that this criticism resulted from the position of Darling at the crossroads of commercial girls’ magazines and counter-cultural feminist (web)zines. The editors had to constantly balance between these two viewpoints that were interpreted as opposites in the contemporary discussions. Secondly, the emphasis on sex and sexuality was also influenced by the American feminist movement.
 This is how Liv Strömqvist and Linda Ekström criticize Darling’s article about porn and refer to the feminist agenda Darling should be appreciating:

The first issues of Darling had a clear anti-sexist ambition. It’s probably why you have 
feminist readers and it’s probably why we now react towards the newly invented porn-
liberalism and antifeminism visible in Darling. Come on, don’t be too proud to take a 
little criticism and instead help us break down the patriarchy. 

In the quotation Darling is clearly put in the context of a feminist magazine with feminist readers. The writers express their concern about anti-feminism and link the article to the discussions about “porn-liberalism”. Feminist girlhood and Darling were also put in a rather critical context in Moderna Tider in 1998, as Susanne Ljung criticized the contemporary discourse of feminist girlhood for being too commercial and concentrating too much on youth and appearance. 

Feminism has become a commodity. Its contents have been intentionally misunderstood 
or turned into girl power that is only available for young, sharp and pretty 
women. 
Magazines with young female journalists, such as Bleck, are patted on the head and are 
allowed to participate in both “Centrum” in the TV and in DN. The magazine 
Darling that is directed at young girls is also appreciated and gets a prize from Sveriges 
Tidskrifter as the “rookie” of the year.

An interesting detail about Ljung’s article is that it was later published in Vecko-Revyn, despite the criticism Ljung directs at commercial girls’ magazines and girl power. I interpret these negotiations as power struggles over the meanings of ‘the feminist girl’, who she was, what she was supposed to be reading and what feminism meant to her. The blurring and intertwining of understandings about preferable feminist girlhood tells also about the various media arenas girlhood and feminism were debated on in Sweden during the 1990s.

Conclusions

The 1990s and the early 2000s meant a transformation in the understandings of feminism and girlhood in Swedish mainstream media. Feminism, power and girlhood were discussed from varying viewpoints and the definitions and phrases were filtered from counter-cultural feminist activism to commercial magazines. These years also mark a transformation in the media visibility of feminism and feminists. Feminism’s relation to the mainstream media was a heated topic that caused discussions and debates inside the Swedish feminist movement. 


The cultural-historical context of the magazine Darling can be analyzed as a specific point, in which several discourses about feminism and girlhood were intertwined. The strengthening of equalitarian state feminism during the 1990s had contributed to the feminist issues becoming highly visible in Swedish mainstream media. Secondly, the Western discussions about third wave feminism were highly influential in Sweden. And thirdly, the understandings about girls and feminism constructed in girls’ magazines were influenced by both feminist activism and commercial girl power.


As I see it, Darling was a clear example of a construction of ‘feminist girlhood’: youth-oriented feminism negotiated and debated at the crossroads of consumerism and counter-cultural feminist activism. In Darling, rhetoric of the American Riot Grrrls were consciously circulated and put into a Swedish context. The magazine succeeded, despite the occasional criticism, to promote a form of youth feminism that was both politically critical and, at the same time, accessible and mainstream enough.
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