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1. Introduction 

Research aims and questions  

Dirty Diaries is a diverse collection of Swedish feminist porn: 
Hardcore action and vanilla sex, queer and straight,  
Flashing and fucking, provocation, penetration and  
poetry. 
Orgasms and art in films for the open adult mind.1 

 
In early September 2009, the Swedish feminist porn film collection Dirty 
Diaries: Twelve Shorts of Feminist Porn (Mia Engberg, 2009) premieres at 
the newly renovated small movie theater Bio Rio in Stockholm. With finan-
cial support from the Swedish Film Institute, the filmmaker Mia Engberg has 
invited a group of artists, filmmakers and activists to make their own shorts 
interpreting the concept of feminist pornography using mobile phone cam-
eras.2 The twelve films all differ in length, style and content. Present at this 
gala premiere are filmmakers and performers, their friends and some press. It 
is a rainy evening and people squeeze themselves together under the tiny 
roof outside the cinema when they arrive and when they smoke. Inside it is 
crowded. People mingle with champagne. There is a tense feeling of antici-
pation. People are about to see themselves or their friends in sexual situa-
tions on the big screen. I myself am both excited and nervous. I have made 
one of the shorts in the collection, Phone Fuck (Ingrid Ryberg, 2009), and 
arrive together with one of the performers from my film, Helena Lindblom. 
Once the film starts inside the theater the atmosphere becomes warm, sup-
portive and cheerful. There is applause after each film and a lot of laughter 
during the 104-minute screening. There is a sense of relief. The film is fi-
nally out there. 

Actually, in some sense, it has already been out there for a number of 
weeks now: in articles, columns and blogs, on radio and television. For an-

                                                        
1 Dirty Diaries: Twelve Shorts of Feminist Porn, ”World Wide Success,” 
 http://www.dirtydiaries.se/ (accessed 2011-10-13). 
2 Dirty Diaries received 500 000 SEK (around 50 000 EUR) in production funding from the 
Swedish Film Institute. 
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other few weeks Dirty Diaries will continue to be a buzzword in Swedish 
media. An article about the project on the daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter’s 
website will turn out to be their second most-read article during 2009, out-
numbered only by an article about Michael Jackson’s death.3 The reception 
discusses the possibility of combining the notions of feminism and pornog-
raphy, the definition of the concept of feminist pornography, and how this 
state-sanctioned form of pornography differs or relates to the plethora of 
different sexual images, amateur and professional, already publicly available 
on the Internet. Dirty Diaries also gains attention internationally through the 
news agency AFP, culminating when Conan O’Brien makes a joking remark 
and a feature on Swedish state-funded porn on the television program The 
Tonight Show.4 This prompts the director of the Swedish Film Institute, Cissi 
Elwin Frenkel, to write a letter to the Swedish minister of culture, Eva Adel-
sohn Liljeroth, justifying their choice to support the project.5 After its re-
lease, Dirty Diaries soon becomes a best-selling DVD at the distribution 
company Njutafilms. The distribution rights are sold to 12 countries and the 
film has theatrical releases in Finland and France.6 The film and the individ-
ual shorts circulate broadly at international short film festivals, LGBTQ film 
festivals, erotic and porn film festivals and at various small alternative festi-
vals, exhibitions and conventions.7 

Dirty Diaries is one example of a current transnational wave of interest in 
pornography as a potentially vital vehicle for queer, feminist and lesbian 
activist struggles for sexual, cultural and political empowerment. From the 
mid-2000s onwards, there has been an extensive and vibrant production of 
films by directors such as Shine Louise Houston, Madison Young and 
Courtney Trouble in the US, Emilie Jouvet in France, and Anna Span and 
Petra Joy in the UK. This activist wave of interest in pornography also con-
sists of performance and production collectives and networks such as Girls 
Who Like Porno (2003-2007) in Spain and PostPorn (2006-2008) in Sweden 
and recent launchings of events such as the PostPornPoliticsSymposium held 

                                                        
3 “Mest lästa på DN.se 2009,” DN.se, 2009-12-31, http://www.dn.se/nyheter/mest-lasta-pa-
dnse-2009 (accessed 2011-10-13). Sofia Curman and Maria Ringborg, “Porr för feminister?” 
DN.se Kultur&Nöje, 2009-08-28, http://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/film-tv/porr-for-feminister-
1.940378 (accessed 2010-06-17). 
4 The Tonight Show, 10 September 2009, NBC. 
5 Letter written 17 September 2009, received 21 September 2009. The article “Filminstitutet 
förklarar porrfilmen” by the news agency TT Spektra was published in several papers, for 
instance in Dagens Nyheter 090922, Göteborgs Posten 090922, Svenska Dagbladet 090922, 
Smålandsposten 090922, Upsala Nya Tidning 090922 and Helsingborgs Dagblad 090922. 
6 By June 2011 the distribution company Njutafilms had sold over 5,000 DVD copies of Dirty 
Diaries. By October 2011 the distribution rights had been sold to Denmark, France, Belgium, 
Holland, Luxembourg, Germany, Spain, Hong Kong, USA, Finland and Norway. In June 
2010 Dirty Diaries opened in 15 cinemas throughout France. 
7 See appendix for a list of screenings of Dirty Diaries. LGBTQ refers to lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, trans and queer.  
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in Berlin in 2006 and annual events such as Rated X in Amsterdam (2007-), 
The Feminist Porn Awards in Toronto (2006-), Good Vibrations Independ-
ent Erotic Film Festival in San Francisco (2005-) and the Pornfilmfestival 
Berlin (2006-) with its successors in Athens (2007-) and Paris (2008-). Fur-
thermore, the recent queer, feminist and lesbian activist engagement in 
pornography is present online at websites such as The Crash Pad Series 
(2007-) and Queer Porn TV (2010-).8 This transnational wave of interest 
includes a wide range of productions, discussions and articulations of 
notions and categories such as queer porn, feminist porn, female erotica, 
lesbian erotica, dyke porn, female to male trans porn, BDSM and fetish porn, 
post porn, meta porn, art porn, sex ed, indie porn and alt porn.9 It also inter-
sects with discussions about new media technologies and amateur pornogra-
phy and with discussions about the ongoing proliferation of sexual dis-
courses and representations throughout the public sphere as such, diagnosed 
as the sexualization of Western culture.10 
                                                        
8 The Crash Pad Series, http://www.crashpadseries.com (accessed 2011-11-10). Queer Porn 
TV, http://queerporn.tv (accessed 2011-11-10). See Jennifer Moorman, “Gay for Pay, Gay 
For(e)play: The Politics of Taxonomy and Authenticity in LGBTQ Online Porn,” in 
Porn.com: Making Sense of Online Pornography, ed. Feona Attwood (New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 2010), 155-170. 
9 See for instance, Tim Stüttgen, ed., PostPornPolitics (Berlin: B-Books, 2009); Chris 
Straayer, Deviant Eyes, Deviant Bodies: Sexual Re-orientation in Film and Video (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996), 230-232; Straayer, “The Seduction of Boundaries: Femi-
nist Fluidity in Annie Sprinkle’s Art/Life,” in Deviant Eyes, Deviant Bodies, 1996, 233-252; 
Gillian Rodgerson, “Lesbian erotic explorations,” in Sex Exposed: Sexuality and the Pornog-
raphy Debate, ed. Lynne Segal and Mary McIntosh (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 1993), 275-279; Heather Butler, “What Do You Call A Lesbian With Long 
Fingers? The Development of Lesbian and Dyke Pornography,” in Porn Studies, ed. Linda 
Williams (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2004a), 167-197; Katrien Jacobs, 
“‘The Lady of the Little Death’: Illuminated Encounters and Erotic Duties in the Life and Art 
of Maria Beatty,” Wide Angle, 19:3 (1997): 13-40; Mariah Larsson, “Drömmen om den goda 
pornografin: Om sextio- och sjuttiotalsfilmen och gränsen mellan konst och pornografi,” 
Tidskrift för genusvetenskap, 1:2 (2007): 93-107; Michelle Carnes, “Bend Over Boyfriend: 
Anal Sex Instructional Videos for Women,” in Pornification: Sex and Sexuality in Media 
Culture, ed. Susanna Paasonen, Kaarina Nikunen and Laura Saarenmaa (Oxford, New York: 
Berg, 2007), 151-160. Productions related to these discussions include work by Annie Sprin-
kle, Maria Beatty, Erika Lust, Buck Angel, Del LaGrace Volcano, Shu Lea Cheang, Todd 
Verow, Bruce LaBruce and Tristan Taormino, as well as sexually explicit feature films such 
as Shortbus (John Cameron Mitchell, 2006), Baise-Moi (Virginie Despentes, 2000), Romance 
(Catherine Breillat, 1999), A Hole in My Heart (Ett hål i mitt hjärta, Lukas Moodysson, 2004) 
and the short film collection Destricted (Marina Abramovic, Matthew Barney, Marco Bram-
billa, Larry Clark, Gaspar Noé, Richard Prince, Sam Taylor-Wood, 2006). 
10 Feona Attwood, ed., Porn.com: Making Sense of Online Pornography (New York: Peter 
Lang Publishing, 2010); Feona Attwood, ed., Mainstreaming Sex: The Sexualization of West-
ern Culture, (London & New York: I.B. Taurus, 2009); Katrien Jacobs, Marije Janssen, Mat-
teo Pasquinelli, eds., C’lickme: A Netporn Studies Reader (Amsterdam: Institute of Network 
Cultures, 2007); Susanna Paasonen, “Labors of Love: Netporn, Web 2.0 and the Meanings of 
Amateurism,” New Media and Society, 12 (2010): 1297-1312; Brian McNair, Striptease 
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The present study examines the current transnational wave of interest in 
and production of pornography in terms of a queer, feminist and lesbian porn 
film culture. By invoking such a category of queer, feminist and lesbian por-
nography, I am not referring to a clear-cut and readily identifiable niche. The 
dissertation constructs this category in order to investigate the current wave 
of interest in pornography in different overlapping and at times contradicting 
contexts where notions of queer, feminist and lesbian activism are central. 
Through this approach, the dissertation investigates queer, feminist and les-
bian pornography as a film culture, rather than as a fixed genre or as specific 
film texts only. I contend that as a film culture, queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography is shaped by several different national as well as cultural con-
texts of production, distribution and reception and by the circulation of films, 
people, discourses and practices in between these contexts.11 The main pur-
pose of the dissertation is to account for this film culture, its historical and 
cultural legacies, and to understand its politics and ethics.  

I discuss queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as a transnational film 
culture dating back to the emergence of commercially available porn videos 
from companies such as the women-run Femme Productions and the lesbian-
run Fatale Media in the US in the early 1980s, where pornography became 
part of what was articulated as sex radical activism in the then ongoing 
heated feminist debates about sexuality usually referred to as the ‘Sex 
Wars.’12 These debates are also related to the emergence of the category 
queer as signifying a critique of heteronormative notions of gender and 

                                                                                                                                  
Culture: Sex, Media and the Democratization of Desire (London & New York: Routledge, 
2002); Anja Hirdman, Den ensamma fallosen (Stockholm: Atlas, 2008). Linda Williams 
proposes the term on/scene for discussing the proliferation of sexual images in public: Hard 
Core: Power, Pleasure and the “Frenzy of The Visible” (Berkeley, Los Angeles & London: 
University of California Press, 1999[89]), Expanded Paperback Edition, 280-289; Linda 
Williams, “Porn Studies: Proliferating Pornographies On/Scene: An Introduction,” in Porn 
Studies, ed. Williams, 2004a, 2-4; Linda Williams, “Pornographies on/scene, or Diff’rent 
strokes for diff’rent folks,” in Sex Exposed, ed. Segal and McIntosh, 1993, 233-265. The 
notion of pornification has also been coined in order to discuss how pornographic styles, 
gestures and aesthetics influence Western popular culture. See Paasonen, Nikunen and 
Saarenmaa, “Pornification and the Education of Desire,” in Pornification: Sex and Sexuality 
in Media Culture, ed. Paasonen, Nikunen and Saarenmaa, 2007, 1-20. 
11 For discussions about film as film culture see Janet Harbord, Film Cultures (London, Thou-
sand Oaks, California & New Delhi: Sage Publications, 2002); Graeme Turner, “Editor’s 
Introduction,” in The Film Cultures Reader, ed. Graeme Turner (London & New York: Rout-
ledge, 2002), 1-10.  
12 See for instance Drucilla Cornell, ed., Feminism and Pornography (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2000); Carol S. Vance, ed., Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality 
(London: Pandora Press, 1992[84]); Lisa Duggan and Nan D. Hunter, Sex Wars: Sexual Dis-
sent and Political Culture (New York & London: Routledge, 2006[96]); Carolyn Bronstein, 
Battling Pornography: The American Feminist Anti-Pornography Movement, 1976-1986 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Williams, 1999, 16-33. In this film culture 
sex radicalism is accompanied by notions such as sex-positive and pro-sex. 
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sexuality.13 In this study I discuss the current transnational queer, feminist 
and lesbian porn film culture as incorporating these debates, as well as testi-
fying to their wide circulation and legacy also outside of the US.14 Queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography is moreover discussed as building on the 
legacy of second wave feminism’s insistence on sexual pleasure as a key to 
liberation and empowerment for lesbians as well as heterosexual women.15 I 
contend that queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture builds on the open-
ing up of public and discursive spaces for feminist and lesbian conscious-
ness-raising around and politicizing of sexuality in the 1970s and on explora-
tions of sexuality in literature, art and film by, for instance, Erica Jong, Judy 
Chicago and Barbara Hammer.16 Thus, queer, feminist and lesbian pornogra-
phy is examined as a transnational film culture where diverse activist lega-
cies meet. The conjunction of the three notions of queer, feminist and lesbian 
reflects the multi-layered character of this film culture as it stretches across 
several different national and cultural contexts as well as across a complex 
history of activist engagements with and representations of gender and sexu-
ality.17 This entails that pornography is discussed not as a fixed notion or 
genre, but as discursively produced within this film culture and therefore at 
times intersecting with notions of the erotic.18 This study takes as a starting 
point a standard definition of pornography as referring to representations 
with explicit sexual content aiming at arousing sexual excitement, but it fur-
thermore accounts for how queer, feminist and lesbian pornographic repre-

                                                        
13 Heather Love, “Rethinking Sex: Introduction,” A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 17: 1 
(2011): 5. 
14 See for instance, Hanna Hallgren, När lesbiska blev kvinnor – när kvinnor blev lesbiska: 
Lesbiskfeministiska kvinnors diskursproduktion rörande kön, sexualitet, kropp och identitet 
under 1970- och 1980-talen i Sverige (Göteborg: Kabusa böcker, 2008), 327-338. Hallgren 
accounts for how questions related to the Sex Wars, such as BDSM and pornography, were 
brought up among lesbian feminists in Sweden in the 1980s.  
15 Jane Gerhard, Desiring Revolution: Second-wave Feminism and the Rewriting of American  
Sexual Thought, 1920 to 1982 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001).  
16 Erica Jong, Fear of Flying (1973), Judy Chicago, The Dinner Table (art installation, 1979), 
Barbara Hammer, Women I Love (1979) and Multiple Orgasm (1976). For discussions about 
the legacy of second wave feminist sexual discourse, see Lynn Comella, “Looking Backward: 
Barnard and its legacies,” The Communication Review, 11 (2008): 207; Straayer, “Discourse 
Intercourse,” in Deviant Eyes, Deviant Bodies, 1996, 184-232. 
17 Love, 2011, 2. 
18 Walter Kendrick, The Secret Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, California: University of California Press, 1987), ix-xiv; Klara Arnberg, Motsättnin-
garnas marknad: den pornografiska pressens kommersiella genombrott och regleringen av 
pornografi i Sverige 1950-1980 (Lund: Sekel bokförlag, 2010), 14-16. For discussions about 
the notion of the erotic, see Kendrick, 243f; Jane Juffer, “Aesthetics and Access,” in At Home 
with Pornography: Women, Sex, and Everyday Life (New York & London: New York Uni-
versity Press, 1998), 104-144. Juffer (107) points out that the notion of women’s erotica at 
times functions more as a “marketing strategy” than as an “indication that the content is less 
explicit than pornography.” 
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sentations include many different objectives and visual strategies that also 
challenge and expand the standard definition.19  

In order to account for the multi-sited, complex and contingent character 
of this transnational film culture, as well as for its political and ethical impli-
cations, I investigate queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as an interpre-
tive community where certain shared knowledge and concerns tie its many 
different participants together.20 In examining queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography as an interpretive community, the dissertation defines its shared 
knowledge as made up by embodied spectatorial processes and different 
practices of participation as these take place in specific contexts and situa-
tions. This interpretive community has been researched through the methods 
of ethnographic fieldwork, textual analysis and historicization. My own par-
ticipation in Dirty Diaries, as both researcher and filmmaker, constitutes a 
vital part of this project. Over the course of 15 months preceding the pre-
miere I followed the production of Dirty Diaries through interviews and 
participation at regular meetings with the other filmmakers in the collection. 
For another year I continued following the film’s reception and distribution 
at screenings and discussions in Sweden and Germany. My own film, Phone 
Fuck, which features a phone sex meeting between two women, also investi-
gates, creatively and self-reflexively, relationships at play in this film cul-
ture. Aside from Dirty Diaries, the research project is designed around the 
annual Pornfilmfestival Berlin, an important platform for this contemporary 
transnational film culture since the launching in 2006, and Club LASH, a 
Stockholm-based monthly kinky, fetish and S/M club for women and trans-
sexual people, where lesbian pornography has been screened since the club 
started in 1995. These three cases – a temporary collective film production 
and its wide distribution and reception, a festival consisting of screenings, 
panels, workshops, performances and parties, and a small members-only 
club where lesbian porn forms part of the setting – are discussed as three 
different examples of how this film culture materializes in and through dif-
ferent sites, practices and situations.  

                                                        
19 For discussions about the definition of pornography, see Williams, 1999, 9-16, 29f; Linda 
Williams, “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre and Excess,” Film Quarterly, 44:4 (1991): 2-13; 
Annette Kuhn, “The Body in the Machine,” in Women’s Pictures: Feminism and Cinema 
(London & New York: Verso, 1994[82]), Second Edition, 106-124; Peter Lehman, “Introduc-
tion: ‘A Dirty Little Secret’ – Why Teach and Study Pornography?,” in Pornography, Film 
and Culture, ed. Peter Lehman (New Brunswick, New Jersey & London: Rutgers University 
Press, 2006), 5-10; Magnus Ullén, Bara för dig: Pornografi, konsumtion, berättande (Stock-
holm/Sala: Vertigo förlag, 2009), 38-52; Kendrick, 1-32, 188-239; Paasonen, Nikunen and 
Saarenmaa, 1f; Arnberg, 35-37. 
20 Stanley Eugene Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Commu-
nities (Cambridge, Massachusetts & London, England: Harvard University Press, 1980); 
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Through these three cases, the study aims at accounting for and historiciz-
ing queer, feminist and lesbian pornography and at understanding its politics 
and ethics. In order to pursue this aim, three research questions have been 
formulated: 1) What kind of sites, practices, situations, discourses and aes-
thetics make up the queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture? 2) What 
does queer, feminist and lesbian pornography mean to participants in this 
interpretive community? 3) What are the politics and ethics of queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography? In addressing these three questions the study 
intervenes in wider discussions within gender, queer, cinema, media and 
cultural studies that the reception and production of Dirty Diaries evoke. 
These include debates about feminism and pornography, the aesthetics and 
politics of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, and the sexualization of 
the public sphere. The study contributes to and reframes these debates by 
calling attention to how this interpretive community invests in a figure of 
safe space. Through the research process, a notion of queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography as a potentially safe space for sexual empowerment has 
crystallized as central to this interpretive community. Across this film cul-
ture’s many different sites, practices, situations, discourses and aesthetics 
this figure reoccurs as a trope which is both imagined and strived for, re-
quested and subsumed, idealized and interrogated. Hence, the dissertation 
maps out how queer, feminist and lesbian pornography invests in a politics 
of constructing safe space. However, while this common concern with safe 
space as a precondition for sexual empowerment defines and ties this inter-
pretive community together, it also results in heterogeneous and at times 
conflicting strategies for actualizing this space. I contend that queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography calls forth an ethics of shared embodiment that can 
accommodate both the movement toward safe space and the conflicts that 
this entails.    

Queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture: central 
debates  
In this research project, the production and reception of Dirty Diaries are 
studied as one example of how pornography intertwines with queer, feminist 
and lesbian activist struggles for sexual empowerment. Dirty Diaries acti-
vates a series of interrelated debates characteristic of this film culture more 
generally. These debates revolve around questions about feminism and por-
nography, politics and aesthetics and sexualization. 
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Feminism and/vs. pornography 
When Dirty Diaries was released several critics commenting on the project 
took as a starting point the rhetorical question of whether it is possible to 
combine feminism and pornography.21 For instance, Camilla Carnmo wrote 
in a review in the newspaper Smålandposten’s cultural section: 

Feminist pornography. Is this not a paradox? At least feminists have fought 
against pornography, against humiliating images of women and the substan-
dard conditions of production, since the 1960s. But then the 90s came and 
queer and feminists became sex workers and sex workers became feminists 
and the discussion became more complicated. And now we have 2009 and the 
Swedish Film Institute has granted funding for the production of Dirty Dia-
ries.22 

 
A few feminist voices rejected the possibility of feminist pornography. For 
instance, Kajsa Ekis Ekman related Dirty Diaries to a tendency in left and 
queer thinking to interpret injustice and status quo as subversive.23 The 
Swedish theater director and member of the influential 1970s feminist net-
work Grupp 8, Suzanne Osten, also questioned the possibility of renewing 
pornography as a genre.24 These examples apart, Dirty Diaries has not re-
sulted in the substantial feminist resistance characteristic of earlier porn de-
bates. Historical research on Swedish feminist porn discourse highlights that 
these debates have been dominated by anti-porn attitudes.25 Throughout the 
2000s, this critique has been modified through notions of queer feminism, 
Nordic new feminism and third wave feminism.26 In the late 1990s questions 
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about pornography as potentially liberating became part of Swedish public 
debate through articles by writers such as Petra Östergren, who has since had 
a central role in discussions about prostitution and pornography in Sweden.27 
The production and reception of Mia Engberg’s first feminist porn film, 
Selma & Sofie, in 2002 similarly suggested a reframing of discussions about 
pornography as a tool for empowerment rather than oppression only.28 The 
short Selma & Sofie, which, just as Dirty Diaries, received production fund-
ing from the Swedish Film Institute, features a young woman who fantasizes 
about and finally has sex with her female swimming teacher.29 After the film 
had its theatrical release in February 2002, Mia Engberg was surprised about 
its positive reception in feminist contexts.30  

A few years earlier a heated debate had followed the television broadcast 
of the anti-porn documentary Shocking Truth (Alexa Wolf, 2000) in Febru-
ary 2000, a film which was shown in the Swedish Parliament and prompted 
the then minister of culture, Marita Ulvskog, to consider a strengthening of 
censorship.31 The film attacked the porn showed on commercial cable televi-
sion in Sweden and claimed that women were drugged and abused in these 
films. In the anthology Shocking Lies, a number of writers reacted to the film 
and to what they perceived as the dominant and biased media discourse 
about pornography in Sweden at this time.32 Shocking Truth and its impact in 
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the Swedish Parliament can be seen as one example of what Don Kulick 
discusses as “the hegemonic form of state feminism” in Sweden, referring to 
the move into power positions by women previously active in 1970s feminist 
organizations opposing sex liberalism.33 Kulick comments on how American 
anti-porn feminists such as Sheila Jeffreys and Janice Raymond have regu-
larly been invited to give talks in the Swedish Parliament.34 However, in her 
research on Swedish lesbian feminism, Hanna Hallgren points out that the 
anti-porn stance was also challenged in discussions about pornography in the 
1980s, influenced by the ongoing Sex Wars in North America.35 Kulick’s 
and Hallgren’s respective discussions direct attention to how the Swedish 
feminist porn debate has been shaped in dialogue with North American 
feminism.36 The case of Dirty Diaries invokes a specific Swedish feminist 
context, porn discourse and censorship history, as well as a transnational 
history of feminist debates about pornography and sexuality.37 This disserta-
tion examines Dirty Diaries as one example of how this interpretive com-
munity is shaped by such transnational dialogue between and circulation of 
people, films, discourses and practices.  

The anti-porn struggle in US as well as Swedish feminism has been de-
scribed as having evolved through a disappointment with and perception that 
sexual liberation, including legalizations of pornography, benefited only 
men.38 This critique was also directed towards sexualized representations of 
gender in advertisement, television, magazines and not least in film.39 During 
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the second half of the 1970s pornography came into focus as epitomizing 
male violence against women and degrading notions of women as passive 
objects of male desire.40 The anti-porn movement problematized pornogra-
phy’s role in reproducing and implicating in its viewers gendered power 
relations and notions of men as subjects and aggressors and women as sub-
missive objects and receivers of male desire.41 The anti-porn critique interre-
lated with what was called cultural feminism, where women’s bodies, sexu-
ality and culture were revalued as radically different from male models of 
genital and penetrative sex.42 Such conceptualizations of female sexuality as 
nurturing and non-violent clashed with lesbian sex practices involving dildo 
penetration, butch/femme roles and BDSM, which were engaged in by the 
San Francisco-based activist group Samois, for example.43 Different attitudes 
in regard to sexuality and pornography within the North American women’s 
movement became more accentuated towards the end of the 1970s and re-
sulted in the heated debates that came to be called the ‘Sex Wars.’ The Sex 
Wars are usually exemplified by the conference “Towards a Politics of 
Sexuality” at Barnard College in 1982 where anti-porn feminists accused 
conference organizers of promoting anti-feminist sexuality.44  

Around the same time, the porn actress Candida Royalle and a group of 
other famous female porn performers started producing their own films 
through the company Femme Productions and a group of Californian lesbian 
sex radical activists started the porn magazine On Our Backs, soon to be 
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followed by the launch of the video production company Fatale Media.45 On 
Our Backs and Fatale Media represented lesbian sex practices considered 
anti-feminist and patriarchal in the anti-porn discourse, such as BDSM, 
butch/femme role play and dildo penetration.46 The sex radical movement 
and lesbian pornography interrelated with queer activism as it emerged as a 
reaction to the AIDS crisis, homophobia and assimilationist tendencies in the 
gay and lesbian movements. In their account of the Sex Wars, based on their 
own involvement in sex radicalism during this period, Lisa Duggan and Nan 
D. Hunter contend that “[d]uring the porn wars, many lesbians who were 
alienated by lesbian-feminists’ homogenizing, white, middle-class, anti-gay-
male, antisex discourses, refused the category ‘lesbian,’ and adopted ‘queer’ 
as a mark of separation from such politics, a badge of principled dissi-
dence.”47 Research addressing the newly emerged category of lesbian por-
nography in the 1980s and 1990s emphasized its potential for affirming, 
recognizing and enhancing visibility of lesbian identity, sexuality and sub-
culture.48 Lesbian pornography is discussed both in opposition to cultural and 
anti-porn feminism and in opposition to other pornographic representations 
of lesbians and women. In this vein, Nan Kinney, the founder of the com-
pany Fatale Media states that “I want people to have other images of them-
selves, a way to bust out of the ingrained images in mainstream porn.”49 
Echoing this aim, Mia Engberg asks in the accompanying booklet to the 
Dirty Diaries DVD box: “How do we liberate our own sexual fantasies from 
the commercial images that we see every day, burying their way into our 
subconscious?”50 Dirty Diaries as well as the reception of the film activates 
this complex history of ongoing debates about feminism and pornography 
and raises questions about the political and aesthetic strategies explored in 
this film culture.  
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What is queer, feminist and lesbian pornography? 
Besides reactivating the question of feminism and pornography as a matter 
of intense debate, Dirty Diaries and its reception brought up questions about 
what queer, feminist and lesbian pornography is. Critics had their own dif-
ferent expectations, definitions and ideas. Linda Fagerström wrote in a re-
view in Helsingborgs dagblad that the subversive potential in Dirty Diaries 
lies in the films that explicitly challenge and make fun of patriarchy.51 Elin 
Sandberg in the online paper Tidningen Kulturen contended that the film 
reinforces a notion of feminism as something “crude and sexually odd.”52 
Nasim Aghili in the queer feminist magazine FUL is disappointed that there 
is not more analysis and political strategy.53 In a column in the tabloid 
Aftonbladet, Annika Marklund critiqued the very lack of a clear definition.54 
Others ask whether the films qualify as pornography in the sense of “jerking-
off flick,” as Carnmo puts it in Smålandsposten. She found the films arous-
ing primarily on an “intellectual level.”55  

These remarks all invoke long-running discussions about feminist film 
practice, as well as its relation to notions of pornography as aiming at arous-
ing pleasure.56 Since the 1970s, feminist film scholars have posed questions 
about what feminist film practice should consist of and many different 
strategies and notions have been suggested, including notions such as 
women’s cinema, counter-cinema and deconstructive cinema.57 Parallel to 
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and in dialogue with these discussions, female filmmakers have developed a 
vast repertoire of aesthetic strategies. As Alison Butler contends in her 
summary of debates around the concept of women’s cinema, it is not possi-
ble to talk about a feminist film practice, but rather  “women produce femi-
nist work in a wide variety of forms and styles.”58 The aesthetic diversity of 
Dirty Diaries and the film’s reception reactivates these discussions about 
feminist film practice. This dissertation discusses Dirty Diaries, one example 
of the current queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture, as building on 
the legacy of these discussions. The different shorts in the collection invoke, 
in Butler’s words, “a wide variety” of documentary, narrative, educational 
and experimental “forms and styles.” In her introduction to the project in the 
Dirty Diaries DVD booklet Mia Engberg also rhetorically asks what femi-
nist pornography is and replies that: “All the filmmakers in the project have 
their own interpretation of the concept of feminist porn, and as such have 
chosen different ways of expressing it. It makes me very proud to see the 
range of inventiveness and the diversity among the films.”59 This study dis-
cusses Dirty Diaries as reflecting the heterogeneity of the queer, feminist 
and lesbian porn film culture. Visual strategies in this film culture involve, 
for instance, both emphasizing and rejecting genital display and orgasms. 
Hence, as pornography it relates to porn conventions in many different ways. 
The dissertation contends that the political and aesthetic heterogeneity of 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography builds on legacies of feminist film 
critique and practice as these intertwine with multilayered discussions and 
debates about sexuality and pornography since the second wave feminist 
movement. Drawing from Teresa de Lauretis, queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography is discussed as characterized by a tension between affirmation 
and critique, constitutive of the women’s movement and cinema as such.60 It 
builds on the legacies of both feminist cultural critique, not least of pornog-
raphy, and sex radical challenges to anti-porn and cultural feminism. The 
heterogeneity that arises from this tension between affirmation and critique 
is also articulated in the call for participants on Dirty Diaries’ first website: 

Dirty Diaries is a project where women make their own short erotic films. 
The purpose is to make feminist and queer erotica as an alternative to the 
mainstream porn. We believe it is possible to make sexy films with a female 
perspective and high artistic quality. The need for a change unites us, but 
every short film in Dirty Diaries is unique. 

There will be vanilla-sex and hard core, lesbian love, trans porn and 
straight fucking. Poetry and filth and animations even. We make films that 
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emerge from our own sexuality and creativity. The rules are simple; no one 
should be harmed and everyone must be older than 18. Otherwise, you’re free 
to do exactly what you want. The creators are artists, film-makers, amateurs, 
queer-activists, straight, gay, trans, bi, and one or two queens who identify as 
women. Sexuality is diverse.61 

 
The heterogeneity in discussions about queer, feminist and lesbian pornog-
raphy, both in the subcultural contexts where I myself first learned about this 
film culture and in research addressing this film culture, was one starting 
point for this research project. The project grew out of an aim of grappling 
with parallel and intertwining understandings of queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography as affirming lesbian sexuality through “authentic” representa-
tions, interrogating and troubling gender and sexual categories and aiming at 
sexual arousal.62 The recurrence of these complex and partly contradictory 
discussions across this film culture, reflected also in the Dirty Diaries call 
for participants, prompted the conceptualization of this film culture as an 
interpretive community. I discuss this interpretive community as made up by 
the transnational circulation of discourses, aesthetics, practices and people 
engaging in pornography as queer, feminist and lesbian activism. As such, I 
also discuss this film culture as interrelated with questions about the sexuali-
zation of the public sphere.  

The sexualized public sphere 
When Dirty Diaries was released in September 2009, the reception revolved 
largely around the fact that the Swedish Film Institute had supported the 
project. While many critics were positive, others, such as Beatrice Fredriks-
son, a member of the Moderate Party’s youth organization, claimed that 
Dirty Diaries is “definitely not something that the state should be paying 
for.”63 According to her, “feminism has earned a special status and has 
somehow been deemed deserving of people’s tax money in order to fund 
everything from seminars to pornography.”64 In an article on the political 
debate website Newsmill, Ester Martin Bergsmark, one of the directors in the 
collection, argued that Dirty Diaries to a much higher degree than other 
Swedish film projects fulfils the Swedish Film Institute’s commission to 
support “quality” films “renewing the cinematic expression,” providing “so-
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cial critique,” “playfulness” and “visionary strength.”65 Some critics interro-
gated the very need for a specifically labeled “feminist” pornography and the 
difference between Dirty Diaries and other contemporary pornographies, not 
least amateur porn on the Internet.66 In her column in Aftonbladet Annika 
Marklund ironically remarked that “contrarily to what most people mastur-
bate to this pornography is feminist.”67 She continued: 

Over the last years there has been an extensive amateur revolution on the In-
ternet. Pornography has also become a kind of grassroots movement. Ordinary 
horny people film themselves and share the films on the net. Ordinary horny 
people watch.68 

 
In a blog post, the film critic Emma Gray Munthe warned that the Swedish 
Film Institute’s support of Dirty Diaries risks reinforcing gendered notions 
of good and bad sexuality unless the same amount of money is earmarked 
for men making alternative pornography.69  

These examples again invoke both a specific Swedish context of film 
production and feminist debate and current discussions in gender, queer, 
cinema, media and cultural studies about the sexualization of the public 
sphere. The comments invoke Kulick’s critical discussion about Swedish 
state feminism and the construction of a notion of a national, healthy, natural 
and good sexuality, through denouncing and rejecting bad, decadent and 
perverse sexualities (such as prostitution).70 Lena Lennerhed demonstrates 
how sexual life in Sweden since the 1950s came to be defined as sound, 
rational and enlightened and as a social concern for the state to intervene 
into.71 The notion of “good sex” in Sweden interrelates with the notion of the 
‘Swedish Sin’ as it emerged in the 1950s and came to signify the perceived 
sexual liberty in Sweden, related to the mandatory sex education in Swedish 
schools, as well as to sexually charged films by art film directors such as 
Ingmar Bergman, Mai Zetterling and Vilgot Sjöman, but also by soft porn 
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and sex education directors such as Torgny Wickman and Mac Ahlberg.72 
These films pushed the boundaries for what could be represented on the 
screen and influenced the debates that led to the legalization of pornography 
in 1971. Mariah Larsson shows how a concept of good and quality pornog-
raphy formed part of the legislation debates and how this notion was tied to 
notions of female sexuality.73 She relates the recent interest in “fairtrade,” 
“post” and “feminist” porn to this history, pointing out how these discus-
sions also mobilize gendered notions of women’s sexuality as morally and 
aesthetically superior.74  

These discussions all raise questions about the implications of queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography’s circulation in and relation to the sexual-
ized public sphere. Brian McNair’s understands sexualization as forming 
part of an ongoing “democratization of desire” where the visibility of fe-
male, gay and lesbian sexuality in the mainstream contributes to a shift in the 
norms regulating sexuality and where the blurring of boundaries between 
what has traditionally been seen as private and the public helps breaking 
down sexual hierarchies.”75 However, sexualization has also been discussed 
as a backlash where conservative norms are re-established in the face of 
presumed free choices and individualization and where feminist politics is 
reduced to the right to belong to a commodity culture.76 Feona Attwood 
points out how sex in this present condition is understood more as lifestyle, 
recreation and self-expression than as reproduction or relationships.77 As 
such, sexualization is also “associated with the rise of neo-liberalism in 
which the individual becomes a self-regulatory unit within society” and with 
“a refusal of genuine social politics.”78 Dirty Diaries, especially through its 
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wide circulation across different public contexts in Sweden and internation-
ally, invokes this debate and raises questions about how this wide accessibil-
ity mobilizes different notions of gender and sexuality. These questions also 
relate to a tension in queer and feminist theory and activism between gay 
male and lesbian sex cultures. Whereas gay male practices of public sex, 
risky sex and promiscuity have been framed as expressions of the fundamen-
tal anti-sociality, aggressiveness and self-shattering of sexuality, queer and 
lesbian feminists have insisted on discussing issues of ethics and safety.79 
Critiques have been raised against idealizations of a privileged white, middle 
class, gay male sexuality publicly mobile and unrestricted by gender, race, 
sexuality or class.80 This dissertation discusses how the public expansion and 
mobility of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography rearticulates these de-
bates. 

Interpretive community as a key concept and theoretical 
framework 
Dirty Diaries evokes debates that are central in queer, feminist and lesbian 
porn film culture and that this dissertation engages in its aim at accounting 
for, historicizing and understanding this film culture and its political and 
ethical implications. The questions articulated in the production and recep-
tion of Dirty Diaries evoke a specific Swedish context and history but also 
echo larger contemporary debates regarding feminism and pornography, 
activist and aesthetic strategies and sexualization of the public sphere. This 
study intervenes into these debates through its three research questions re-
garding: 1) what this film culture is made up of; 2) what it means to its par-
ticipants; and 3) what its politics and ethics are. The case of Dirty Diaries 
testifies to the transnational character of this film culture as shaped by the 
circulation of films, people, practices and discourses. In order to account for 
the multi-sited character of this film culture as it stretches across different 
national, cultural and historical contexts, but nevertheless engages with a 
number of common and overarching discussions, the dissertation investi-
gates queer, feminist and lesbian pornography in terms of an interpretive 
community.  
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Coined by Stanley Fish in the field of literary studies, the concept of in-
terpretive community implies that meaning and interpretation originate not 
formally from the text or from the individual reader as an independent agent, 
but are shaped by the interpretive community within which the text is written 
and read.81 According to Fish, different “ways of reading” are “extensions of 
community perspectives.”82 Scholars such as Janice Radway, Lynne Pearce, 
Jacqueline Bobo and Janet Staiger have further discussed the concept in the 
fields of feminist literary, cultural and cinema studies.83 Pearce defines inter-
pretive communities as sharing “specialist knowledge” that enables certain 
interpretations, but also stresses that rather than representing a fixed set of 
values, these communities in themselves become sites of struggles and dis-
agreements.84 For instance, she discusses film critics and feminist academics 
in terms of interpretive communities. Bobo discusses black women as an 
interpretive community characterized by an “instant intimacy” and a “bond 
of collective concerns” that contribute to a “transformation of black 
women’s consciousness” and therefore also “unification as social force.”85  

In this study, interpretive community is a key concept for accounting for 
the shared knowledge, perspectives and concerns that circulate and unfold in 
various contexts where queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture materi-
alizes. Following Pearce and Bobo, the interpretive community of queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography is discussed as a site of struggle where a 
number of debates are mobilized, but where a collective concern with the 
figure of safe space for sexual empowerment is also articulated. As sug-
gested above, I maintain throughout the dissertation that this interpretive 
community is characterized by a politics of constructing safe space for sex-
ual empowerment, resulting, however, in heterogeneous and sometimes con-
flicting strategies.  

Drawing further from Pearce, the interpretive community of queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography is discussed in this study as a “[site] where a 
number of […] discourses meet” and as a “[site] of social interaction.”86 

                                                        
81 Fish, 14f. 
82 Fish, 16. 
83 Janice Radway, “Interpretive Communities and Variable Literacies: The Functions of Ro-
mance Reading,” Daedalus, 113:3 (Summer 1984): 49-73; Lynne Pearce, Feminism and the 
Politics of Reading (London, New York, Sydney, Aukland: Arnold, 1997), 211-213, 220f, 
230-234; Janet Staiger, Interpreting Films: Studies in the Historical Reception of American 
Cinema (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1992), 38, 154; and Janet Staiger, 
“Fans and Fan Behavior,” in Media Reception Studies (New York & London: New York 
University Press, 2005), 95-114; Bobo, 33-60. 
84 Pearce, 2004, 223; 1997, 212f. 
85 Bobo, 59-60. 
86 Pearce, 1997, 231. Pearce distinguishes between interpretive community, audience and 
text-reader interaction as different instances of the reading process. In my definition interpre-
tive community encompasses spectatorial processes, practices of participating and interacting 
in this film culture, as well as the contexts within which these take place. 



 32 

Hence, shared knowledge is discussed as formed by discourses, as well as by 
specific practices, sites, situations and aesthetics that constitute this film 
culture. Interpretive community is defined in a broad sense as encompassing 
embodied spectatorial processes, practices of participation in the film culture 
and the specific sites and situations where these take place. In this definition, 
the concept of interpretive community reactivates a number of discussions in 
cinema, literary, media and cultural studies directing attention to how read-
ers of cultural texts in different historical and social contexts produce differ-
ent interpretations.87 Central to this study is Jane Juffer’s research on the 
home as a place for women’s porn consumption and her highlighting of how 
“particular sites at which pornography is produced, obtained, and consumed 
shape its meanings and uses.”88 Grounded in ethnographic fieldwork, this 
study follows Juffer’s insistence on locating the analysis of pornography in 
specific contexts of production, distribution and consumption and on consid-
ering specific conditions of “access” and “agency” that shape women’s con-
sumption of porn.89 Juffer argues that these conditions need to be analyzed in 
relation to the forces that enable and constrict women’s consumption of 
porn. Drawing from Sara Ahmed’s discussion about queer phenomenology, 
this study understands these forces as also involving how norms and power 
hierarchies related to gender, sexuality, class and race shape and direct bod-
ies.90  

The concept of interpretive community and increased attention to specific 
contexts and practices of consumption in cultural research interrelate, not 
least, with a development in cinema studies towards notions of spectatorship 
as historically and socially situated and as embodied.91 This development is 
related to the vast film theoretical work dedicated to modifying, rejecting 
and reconsidering psychoanalytic and semiotic spectatorship models estab-
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lished by film theorists such as Christian Metz and Laura Mulvey.92 Notions 
of the apparatus and the gaze and discussions about film’s ideological mas-
tery over the audience have been problematized for reducing the spectator to 
a disembodied, fixed and passive position depriving especially the female 
spectator of agency and erasing lesbians and black women from the spectato-
rial process.93 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s a considerable amount of 
research engaged in expanding the understanding of film spectatorship. This 
dissertation’s theoretical framework draws from some of this work towards 
understanding spectatorship as, in Linda Williams’ words in the mid-1990s: 
“historically specific, grounded in the specific spectatorial practices, the 
specific narratives, and the specific attractions of the mobilized and embod-
ied gaze of viewers.”94  

Spectatorial practices and historical context 
In discussing queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as an interpretive 
community involving spectatorial processes and different practices of par-
ticipation taking place in specific contexts and situations, this dissertation 
relates to Miriam Hansen’s historical study of spectatorship and early cin-
ema.95 Hansen argues for an understanding of film reception as an interactive 
and ambivalent experience and for “formations of spectatorship” as “public 
horizons” and “structural conditions for the articulation and reflection of 
experience.”96 Hansen conceptualizes cinema as an alternative public sphere 
where in particular women potentially could come into contact with an alter-
native experiential horizon.97 Early cinema opens up an arena for a new dis-
course on femininity and a redefinition of norms and codes of sexual con-
duct.98 As Hansen points out, this arena involves both the physical space of 
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the theater and “the phantasmagoric space on the screen, and the multiple 
and dynamic transactions between these spaces.”99  

In this dissertation I similarly define queer, feminist and lesbian porn film 
culture as a public arena where new sexual discourses and conduct can be 
articulated and expressed and where a new experiential horizon is provided. 
As an alternative public sphere, the interpretive community of queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography is characterized by activist struggles aiming at 
constructing a safe space for sexual empowerment.100 I discuss how this in-
terpretive community functions both as an intimate public and as a counter 
public.101 The notion of a counter public has been theorized as an alternative 
space where marginalized groups formulate and circulate “counter dis-
courses” and where new understandings and ideas of their experiences, iden-
tities and interests are encouraged and mobilized in order to challenge the 
wider public.102 I account for how queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
functions as a counter public sphere where dominant notions of sexuality and 
gender are contested and challenged, but also how this film culture simulta-
neously functions as an intimate space for recognition and belonging. In her 
work on intimate public spheres, Lauren Berlant defines alternative publics 
centered around national, sexual, racial, gendered or class identity as “affec-
tive scene[s] of identification” where a particular group’s claimed core inter-
ests and desires are circulated.103 According to her, intimate publics are orga-
nized by a promise of affective recognition and social belonging rather than 
by political aspirations.104 I discuss how these functions intertwine in queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography and how they mobilize and sometimes put 
the figure of safe space at stake.  

Drawing from film theoretical discussions about spectatorship as histori-
cally and socially located, this study also builds on related developments of 
ethnographic approaches to specific film cultures, audiences and spectators. 
In this context, Jacqueline Bobo’s study of black women as an interpretive 

                                                        
99 Hansen, 1991, 118.  
100 See also Rhyne, 2007. 
101 Lauren Berlant, Preface to The Female Complaint: The Unfinished Business of Sentimen-
tality in American Culture (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2008), vii-xiv; and 
Berlant, “Introduction: The Intimate Public Sphere,” in The Queen of America Goes to Wash-
ington City: Essays on Sex and Citizenship (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 
1997), 1-24; Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture, 14: 1 (Winter 
2002a), 49-90; Warner and Berlant, 1998, 558-564. 
101 Berlant, 2008, viii. 
102 Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually 
Existing Democracy,” Social Text, 25-26 (1990): 67-68; Iris Marion Young, “Unruly Catego-
ries: A Critique of Nancy Fraser’s Dual Systems Theory,” New Left Review, 1/222 (March-
April 1997), http://www.newleftreview.org/?page=artivle&view=1899 (accessed 2010-08-
25); Warner, 2002a, 86. 
103 Berlant, 2008, viii. 
104 Berlant, 2008, viii. 



 35 

community, based on interviews, is again important.105 Jackie Stacey’s study 
Star Gazing: Hollywood Cinema and Female Spectatorship bridges film 
studies and audience research in its combination of film theory and ethno-
graphic material consisting of questionnaires and letters from female cin-
ema-goers accounting for their relations to Hollywood stars in the 1940s and 
1950s.106 In their respective work they have challenged the methodological 
separation between cinema studies’ “textual spectator” and cultural studies’ 
ethnographic research on empirical audiences in crucial ways.107 

Porn studies 
As a research field, porn studies also emerged from aims at contexualizing 
and historicizing pornography as a multidimensional cultural phenomenon in 
need of theoretical analysis.108 The emergence of porn studies in the 1980s 
and 1990s has been described as a development, or a paradigm shift, from 
Sex Wars and porn debates towards investigations of different contextual-
ized pornographies.109 When Linda Williams, as one of the founders of the 
field published Hard Core in 1989, her purpose was not to take sides in the 
debate about porn’s negative or positive effects, but “to get beyond the ques-
tion of whether pornography should exist to a consideration of what pornog-
raphy is and what it has offered those viewers – primarily men but, now, 
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women in increasing numbers – who have been ‘caught looking’ at it.”110 
Hard Core accounts for pornography as a discourse of sexuality, a discourse 
which from Deep Throat (Gerhard Damiano, 1972) and onwards, deals with 
sexuality as a diverse field where different people are turned on and satisfied 
by different things.111 Drawing on Michel Foucault, Williams discusses por-
nography in terms of “scientia sexualis,” of a scientific will to know, under-
stand and explain sex. She demonstrates how the genre is obsessed with 
finding the truth about sex, understood as being able to capture and represent 
through visible evidence of sexual pleasure. Williams argues that pornogra-
phy builds on a principle of maximum visibility, where lighting, framing, 
camera angles, close-ups, body positions, and not least editing form part of 
the machinery that works to unveil the secrets about what sex is, resulting in 
a number of formal conventions such as the the meat shot and the money 
shot.112  

Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography has been addressed by scholars 
analyzing work by filmmakers such as Candida Royalle and Annie Sprinkle, 
and films produced by American companies such as Tigress Productions, 
Fatale Media and SIR Video.113 The majority of this literature was published 
in the 1990s and often reads films in relation to the Sex Wars, defending the 
emerging queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture by emphasizing its 
empowering, affirming and liberating potential.114 However, questions about 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, as they have resurfaced during the 
last decade through a wave of productions, as well as public events and fes-
tivals both in the US and in Europe, have not been addressed in depth. In 
accounting for and historicizing the contemporary queer, feminist and les-
bian porn film culture as it materializes in this project’s three case studies, 
Dirty Diaries, Pornfilmfestival Berlin and Club LASH in Stockholm, this 
dissertation sheds light on an under-investigated area of the present sexuali-
zation of the public sphere.  

Furthermore, this study answers calls for more empirically grounded re-
search of pornography in relation to specific contexts and practices of both 
production and consumption. For instance, as Feona Attwood notes, in porn 
studies “[a] ‘turn to the audience,’ apparent in many other forms of cultural 
analysis, remains underdeveloped.”115 Similarly, Susanna Paasonen, Kaarina 

                                                        
110 Williams, 1999, xvii. Williams here refers to the anthology Caught Looking: Feminism, 
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Nikunen and Laura Saarenmaa comment on the lack of empirical studies of 
the reception and production of pornography, remarking that pornography 
concerns practices and “physical sensations and acts (be these auto-erotic or 
other).”116 In her research on online pornography, Paasonen also points out 
that porn produces all kinds of “gut reactions,” not just arousal, but also dis-
gust, amusement and puzzlement, evident in accounts of hurt, violence and 
grief as well as pleasure and empowerment throughout the porn debates.117 
Highlighting the need for analyzing the affective “stickiness” and dynamics 
of pornographic images beyond interpretive attempts at determining their 
meanings, she argues that “we need to dig deeper into the complex ways in 
which pornographic images resonate with the bodies of their viewers and the 
affective complexities that this engenders.”118 This dissertation accounts for 
embodied sensations articulated within the interpretive community of queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography. Building on the work of Linda Williams, 
Vivian Sobchack and Teresa de Lauretis it investigates the corporeal dimen-
sion of the relation between porn and viewers in terms of embodied specta-
torship.119  

Embodied spectatorship 
In her work, Linda Williams has directed attention to pornography as a 
“body genre.” Williams argues that pornography, alongside body genres 
such as horror and melodrama, aims at arousing the same sensations repre-
sented in the film in the viewer: sorrow in relation to melodrama, fear in 
relation to horror and sexual excitement in relation to porn.120 However, ar-

                                                        
116 Paasonen, Nikunen and Saarenmaa, 2007, 18. 
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guing against rigid categorizations of pornographic films and spectators, 
Williams claims that porn does not have to address the viewer in accordance 
with established sexual identities. She finds that what she herself learned 
from writing Hard Core was actually how easy it was to identify with and 
desire different subject positions.121 She argues in favor of an interactive 
spectatorship model that “includes the visceral,” where the viewer is “vul-
nerable to and implicated in the images he or she sees.”122 Furthering this 
discussion in her book Screening Sex, Williams contends that the sexual 
revolution and the “on/scenity” and current accessibility of sexual explicit 
materials to all classes and genders has brought with it a crucial transforma-
tion in people’s relation to sexual images.123 With reference to Foucault she 
sees pornography as forming part of a proliferation of sexual discourses in-
tertwined with both sexual liberation and new forms of discipline. She ar-
gues that through screening sex, bodies become “habituated to diverse quali-
ties and kinds of sexual experiences” and that “sexual sensations previously 
viewed as private” become socially integrated.124  

Williams’ discussions about embodied spectatorship draws from the film 
phenomenological work of Vivian Sobchack, which is also central to the 
present study. Sobchack theorizes spectatorial processes as simultaneously 
engaging the viewer’s body and consciousness. In her discussion, film is not 
just seen and understood with the eyes, but experienced and felt with the 
entire body through an embodied vision. Cinematic intelligibility, hence, is 
carnally founded. Sobchack argues that “to understand movies figurally, we 
first must make literal sense of them [emphasis in original].”125 She coins the 
term “cinesthetic subject” in order to describe “the film viewer (and, for that 
matter, the filmmaker) who, through an embodied vision in-formed by the 
knowledge of the other senses, ‘makes sense’ of what it is to ‘see’ a movie – 
both ‘in the flesh’ and as it ‘matters’.”126 In Sobchack’s analysis sense then is 
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both a carnal matter and a conscious meaning. Sense, and to make sense, 
emerges simultaneously in “that single system of flesh and consciousness 
synthesized as the lived body [emphasis in original].”127  

Furthermore, in this study the discussion about embodied spectatorship 
draws from the work of Teresa de Lauretis and her emphasis on the social 
and corporeal aspects of the psychic processes at play in the film experience. 
De Lauretis importantly addresses the specificity of the individual film expe-
rience as a process “formed, but also shattered, disrupted, or reshaped, by the 
discourses, practices, and representations that surround and traverse each 
spectator as the subject of social, racial, and cultural, as well as personal, 
history.”128 In her work, film, along with other discursive and visual repre-
sentations (emanating from institutions such as the family, educational sys-
tem, media, medicine, law, language, art, literature and theory), is famously 
theorized as a technology of gender.129 Through a rearticulation of the psy-
choanalytic notion of fantasy, de Lauretis discusses film as forming part of 
the ongoing reworkings of external and internal through which embodied 
subjectivity is constituted.130 As she argues, fantasy is “the dynamic grid 
through which external reality is adapted/reworked in psychic reality.”131 In 
regard to film spectatorship, fantasy, understood as the setting rather than the 
object of desire, implies that the spectator does not simply identify with the 
protagonist or with any specific role or character in the film. However, de 
Lauretis also stresses that the idea that the spectator can choose and move in 
and out of any of the subject positions inscribed in the film regardless of 
gender or sexual difference is an oversimplification. A public representation 
is not the same thing as a private fantasy.132  

Following Williams, Sobchack and de Lauretis, I discuss spectatorship as 
embodied and as historically and culturally situated within the specific inter-
pretive community of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. As such, I 
maintain that embodied experiences of queer, feminist and lesbian pornogra-
phy are shaped by the specific sites, practices, situations, discourses and 
aesthetics that constitute this film culture. In this definition, embodied spec-
tatorship is then not a matter of a realm beyond culture or politics. This 
study’s focus on embodiment therefore differs from recent discussions about 
new materialism across the field of cultural research engaged in challenging 
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poststructuralist concerns with representation and signification.133 Building 
on Deleuzian notions of virtuality and becoming, theorists such as Elizabeth 
Grosz and Brian Massumi cast affect in opposition to questions of meaning 
and subjectivity as a way of addressing intensities, forces and potential for 
change beyond discourse and culture.134 In a similar vein, Patricia MacCor-
mack discusses the relation between films and viewers as unbound by spe-
cific representations, identifications and viewers and instead as a matter of 
“cinesexuality” and as inherently queer.135 Contrarily, this study discusses 
how embodied experiences of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography are 
articulated within this interpretive community and hence shaped by specific 
film texts, as well as by specific contexts and situations. As such this study 
belongs to what Anu Koivunen calls “an affective turn […] within the post-
structuralist, social constructionist theories of subject and power.”136  

Queer, feminist and lesbian cultural production, activism and 
history 
Finally, in order to historicize queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as 
intertwining with activist struggles for sexual empowerment and in order to 
discuss this film culture’s political and ethical implications, I draw from the 
work of Clare Hemmings, Elizabeth Freeman, José Esteban Muñoz, Ann 
Cvetkovich and Sara Ahmed.137 Ahmed’s phenomenological work on queer 
feelings, orientations and pleasures are tied to Williams’, Sobchack’s and de 
Lauretis’ theories on embodied spectatorship. Her discussion about how 
bodies can be reshaped “through the enjoyment of what or who has been 
barred” and how this reshaping of bodies “can ‘impress’ differently upon the 
surface of social space” is a central backdrop throughout this study.138 In 
accounting for how queer, feminist and lesbian pornography activates a 
number of discussions involved in politicizing sexuality since the emergence 
of second wave feminism, the study builds on Hemmings’ call for a non-
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linear conceptualization of the feminist past.139 Hemmings critiques common 
and pervasive narratives of Western feminist theory as a progressive and 
decade-specific development from 1970s concerns with unity, through 1980s 
discussions about diversity and 1990s focus on difference in general. She 
highlights how this trajectory is constructed as a story about the 1980s as 
signifying a growing awareness of racial and sexual differences where black 
feminist critique and the Sex Wars are contrasted to 1970s essentialism. 
Hemmings instead suggests approaches that stress links rather than disconti-
nuities and that read different perspectives on common problems in more 
productive ways.140 Freeman critiques a similar progressive narrative in re-
gard to lesbianism, feminism and queer activism, where, in particular, the 
notion of lesbian feminism is associated with “essentialized bodies, norma-
tive visions of women’s sexuality, and single-issue identity politics that ex-
clude people of color, the working class, and the transgendered.”141 Instead 
of disavowing feminism and its histories in queer politics and theory, Free-
man proposes a notion of “temporal drag” in order to complicate notions of 
progressive time and political generations or waves. She highlights how the 
forward movement of the wave is always also a drag back through the under-
tow. Freeman’s discussion about temporal drag as signifying “the movement 
time of collective political fantasy” is central to how this study accounts for 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography’s investment in the figure of a safe 
space for sexual empowerment.142   

In linking this film culture’s “collective political fantasy” of safe space to 
a history of queer, feminist and lesbian activism and cultural production, the 
dissertation furthermore relates to Muñoz’s work on cultural production 
around the time of the Stonewall rebellion in 1969. Muñoz defines queer 
cultural production as a world-making and utopian practice, as “a ‘doing’ in 
response to that status of nothing assigned to us by the heteronormative 
world.”143 In a similar vein, Cvetkovich discusses lesbian cultural production 
as making up for “the failures of the public sphere” by “providing space for 
emotional expression that is not available elsewhere.”144 She discusses the 
building of lesbian public cultures around the sharing of sexual experience in 
terms of “archives of feeling.”145 These conceptualizations of queer, femi-
nists and lesbian cultural production in terms of building worlds and publics 
and of collective fantasies and feelings inform how the dissertation will 
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come to understand the politics and ethics of queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography.  

Chapter outline 
Chapter 2 accounts for this study’s research process, methods and material. 
It accounts for how the three cases of Dirty Diaries, Pornfilmfestival Berlin 
and Club LASH have been studied through questionnaires, interviews and 
participant observation, amounting to a large body of ethnographic material. 
I point out the value of an ethnographic approach to questions about the im-
plications of pornography and describe how the fieldwork and these three 
case studies contribute to the knowledge production about this film culture. 
The chapter highlights the importance of investigating spectatorial processes, 
practices of participation and specific contexts and situations as interrelated 
and informing each other. It also accounts for how the fieldwork has con-
tributed to the conceptualization of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
as an interpretive community. I furthermore discuss research ethics and my 
own participation in the film culture, including participating as one of the 
filmmakers in Dirty Diaries, as a basis for the research project. As such the 
chapter responds primarily to the first research question regarding the sites, 
practices, situations, discourses and aesthetics that make up this film culture, 
but also discusses methodological concerns in regard to the second research 
question about what queer, feminist and lesbian pornography means to par-
ticipants in this interpretive community.  

The first research question is further explored in chapter 3. Based on 
fieldwork and textual analysis the chapter historicizes queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography. The film culture is discussed as building on political 
and aesthetic legacies of sexuality debates since second wave feminism. I 
read the production of Dirty Diaries in relation to a history of queer, feminist 
and lesbian discussion, politicizing and cultural production concerning sexu-
ality. The chapter proposes a non-linear understanding of the queer, feminist 
and lesbian past and highlights how a recurrent figure of safe space supports 
this conceptualization. It demonstrates how a concern with constructing safe 
space for sexual empowerment runs throughout this history, but that this 
concern also results in heterogeneous strategies. Queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography is analyzed as made up by an overarching tension between 
affirmation and critique played out politically as well as aesthetically. The 
chapter hence examines how the production of queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography also produces this interpretive community. In accounting for 
this interpretive community as engaging a collective political fantasy of safe 
space for sexual empowerment, the chapter also addresses the second and 
third research questions.   
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In chapter 4, the production of this interpretive community is discussed 
from the point of view of reception. It examines different distribution and 
reception sites, practices and situations within the three case studies of Dirty 
Diaries, Pornfilmfestival Berlin and Club LASH and discusses different 
meanings and experiences articulated in these contexts. I point out how par-
ticipation in this film culture often implies a blurring of boundaries between 
audience, producers and performers. The chapter addresses the second re-
search question as inseparable from the first and interrogates how meanings 
and experiences of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography are shaped by 
the contexts within which they take place. I point out how a tension between 
affirmation and critique in this film culture is played out also as a tension 
between the notions of intimate and counter publics. Drawing on question-
naires, interviews and participant observation, the chapter accounts for how 
participation in this film culture produces experiences both of empowerment, 
belonging and affirmation and of exposure, shame and unsafety.  

Chapter 5 digs deeper into the question about what queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography means to participants in this interpretive community. I 
analyze interview accounts through the notion of embodied spectatorship 
and discuss in what sense queer, feminist and lesbian pornography can form 
part of processes of sexual empowerment. Accounting for participation in 
this film culture through Williams’, Sobchack’s, de Lauretis’ and Ahmed’s 
respective discussions about habituation, carnal identification, fantasy and 
orientation, the chapter examines how queer, feminist and lesbian pornogra-
phy shape embodied subjectivities. The chapter considers how queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography as a public and collective political fantasy has 
the potential to shape and extend bodies in new directions. Hence, the chap-
ter opens up for an understanding of the politics and ethics of queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography as located in this process of shaping embodied sub-
jectivities. 

Chapter 6 specifically addresses the question about the politics and ethics 
of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography and looks into how recording and 
screening technology shapes embodiment in this film culture. I read Dirty 
Diaries and other films in relation to Laura U. Marks’ discussions about the 
notions of the haptic and the indexical and point out how queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography invests in a shared embodiment. Such shared embodi-
ment is also produced through this interpretive community’s shared social 
contexts. The chapter relates the question about shared embodiment to the 
work of Cvetkovich and Muñoz and concludes that queer, feminist and les-
bian pornography calls forth an ethics capable of harboring both the collec-
tive political fantasy of safe space for sexual empowerment and the conflicts 
and difficulties that this politics entails. 

Chapter 7, finally, offers a concluding discussion where the threads from 
the previous chapters are collected. 
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2. Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as 
interpretive community: research methods and 
material 

It is early June 2008. We have gathered at the queer feminist café Copaca-
bana near the water by Hornstull in the Södermalm area of Stockholm. We 
drink champagne. There is excitement in the air. We have been invited to an 
“inspirational evening with Dirty Diaries.”1 The filmmaker Mia Engberg has 
just received 350 000 SEK (around 35 000 EUR) from the Swedish Film 
Institute to produce an erotic short film collection aimed at “redefining por-
nography and making it queer, feminist and innovative,” as the motivation 
for the funding reads:2 

Dirty Diaries is a collection of erotic short films made by women with mobile 
phone cameras. The project aims at redefining pornography and making it 
queer, feminist and innovative. The directors are known and unknown and 
have made their films with only two rules in common: Nobody should get hurt 
during the shooting and the entire cast is over 18 years of age.3 

 
At Copacabana we are about twenty-five people who have been invited to 
participate as filmmakers in the project. People find their seats at the retro-
style tables, forming a kind of circle in the small space. While not everyone 
knows exactly what Dirty Diaries is or will be, many in the crowd know 
each other – and Mia Engberg from before, if not personally then as a direc-
tor. In 2002 she produced the first Swedish feminist porn film Selma & 
Sofie, a short feature about the erotic meeting between a young woman and 
her swimming teacher. Mia Engberg and her assistant at the time also started 
the company Sexy Film in order to distribute alternative porn. As such, Mia 

                                                        
1 Email received from Mia Engberg and assistant Åsa Sandzén, 2008-05-27.  
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dMovieTitle%26match%3dBegin%26page%3d1 (accessed 2009-05-09). My translation from 
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Engberg has been a central figure in the public discussion about queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography in Sweden since the early 2000s. Selma & Sofie 
was discussed at conferences and festivals where questions about intersex-
uality, sex work and the notion of queer were also brought up.4 As such, the 
film is related to what has been described as a shift into queer feminism in 
Sweden.5 This shift in Swedish activism during the 2000s is also a process I 
have experienced and participated in, and a history I share with many others 
at this meeting at Copacabana in June 2008. In fact, this café is also part of 
this history.6 In her talk, Mia Engberg also reflects over how she sees the 
development in Swedish feminist porn discussions since she and Kajsa 
Åman started Sexy Film:  

At that time when we started it was like ‘why porn?’… but now it feels as if 
there are parallel things happening in the world. Things are written about al-
ternative porn, research is done about alternative porn, there are more and 
more women and artists who experiment around the topic of sexuality and 
identity… I also think that the feminist movement has developed a lot during 
these last ten years. You’re not just against porn but you can also affirm your 
own sexuality in a good way.7  

 
At the meeting, Mia Engberg describes the background to and purpose of 
Dirty Diaries and stresses that it is an experimental project and that the aim 
is to produce a diverse collection. Filmmakers will have the option to con-
tribute anonymously and do not have to have any previous film skills. Some 
more people drop in while Mia Engberg talks. One is the distributor Nicolas 
Debot from the company Njutafilms, a company specialized in underground 
and cult movies. We do a round where we all introduce ourselves and say 
something about our ideas. I start off by introducing this research project and 
making sure I can record the discussion. The film ideas presented at this 
meeting include topics such as jealousy, the objectification of men, gay male 
butch-femme dynamics and anal sex. After the round, questions are asked 
about the distribution and about the gender of participants, among other 
things. Mia Engberg says that the purpose is to get a wide circulation of the 
project through the company Njutafilms and that the project also invites 
biological men who identify as women. We drink more champagne and 
mingle. We are encouraged to book the camera for filming during the sum-
mer. I personally also feel a certain excitement at this meeting. I have re-
cently made two crucial methodological decisions. I am going to base my 
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research project on ethnographic fieldwork, and, as part of this fieldwork, I 
am going to take part in Dirty Diaries as one of the filmmakers. This chapter 
accounts for the background to these decisions and for this project’s research 
methods, design and material. I also discuss how the research process has 
contributed to an understanding of this film culture as an interpretive com-
munity.  

 
Invitation to the first Dirty Diaries meeting. Image by Åsa Sandzén. 

Research as activism and cultural production  
On a personal level the decision to ground the research in fieldwork and 
participate in Dirty Diaries was exciting and crucial because it allowed me 
to bring into academic research my background as documentary filmmaker 
and television journalist dedicated to portraying queer, feminist and lesbian 
cultural production. In 2002, I had made the documentary Dragkingdom of 
Sweden together with Åsa Ekman.8 The film portrays the then emerging 
Swedish dragking scene and follows six women and their dragking charac-
ters, on and off stage. Working at different cultural and arts programs for 
Swedish television I had often made features with queer, feminist and les-
bian artists. Participating in Dirty Diaries now became an opportunity for me 
to explore queer, feminist and lesbian activism and cultural production by 
bringing together my practical and academic skills. As such this project 
aligns itself with a legacy in queer and gender studies, as well as in feminist 

                                                        
8 The one-hour film was made as part of the Swedish National Television cultural documen-
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film studies, where research is anchored in subcultural activism and cultural 
production. Judith Halberstam finds that in doing research on queer subcul-
tures one needs to rethink distinctions between theorist, activist and cultural 
producer.9 She points out that these roles are often fluid in the sense that the 
activist or cultural producer may also be an academic. Just as the subculture 
often feeds into research, research also feeds back into the subculture, for 
instance in the form of documentation and in constructing queer archives and 
memory.10  

In cinema studies, the work of B. Ruby Rich and Alexandra Juhasz on the 
feminist film movement serve as examples of such construction of activist 
memory.11 As they and other feminist film scholars have often pointed out, 
feminist film theory and practice sprung from the second wave women’s 
movement and feminist activism.12 Recently, Juhasz has argued that feminist 
media scholarship needs to return “to the feminist media community and 
movement from whence it was born.”13 Similarly, Patricia White, drawing on 
her own engagement in independent feminist and LGBTQ media distribution 
and exhibition, highlights how “women, people of color, international schol-
ars, and queers in the profession remain connected to community-based me-
dia organizations as sustaining contexts for their work.”14 In this vein, Jac-
queline Bobo also contends that “[i]t is as a participant, not a detached ob-
server, that the work of the critic becomes vitally important within the inter-
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camp and Williams (The American Film Institute Monograph Series 3, 1984), 1, 4f; Claire 
Johnston, “The Subject of Feminist Film Theory/Practice,” Screen, 21: 2 (Summer 1980): 27-
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pretive community.”15 Research on queer, feminist and lesbian film cultures 
often also entails research methods such as fieldwork and interviews.16  

The rethinking of boundaries between activist, cultural producer and theo-
rist implies in my case that the method of participant observation is under-
stood in its most literal sense.17 Rather than accompanying and observing, as 
the method is often applied in ethnographic fieldwork today, I have partici-
pated in the field, and built on my own experience as well as the experience 
of others. Through this approach, the project draws on discussions about 
queer and feminist ethnography and epistemology where notions of objectiv-
ity are interrogated and situated knowledge emphasized.18 The fieldwork and 
my participation as a filmmaker in Dirty Diaries have served as methods for 
productively acknowledging, reflecting on and accounting for my own em-
bodied and situated knowledge. As such, this research project grew out of 
my own participation in contexts where pornography was screened and dis-
cussed in the early 2000s. In these contexts, I became aware of how multiple 
and at times contradictory conceptualizations were intertwined in this film 
culture. On the one hand, queer, feminist and lesbian porn was discussed as 
offering authentic representations that would reflect and affirm viewers’ 
sexual identities.19 On the other hand, pornography in all forms was framed 
as potentially liberating. In this perspective it was emphasized that viewers 
should not be seen as passive victims but as active subjects taking queer 
pleasure in pornographic material through subversive reading strategies. 
Thus, while these discussions focused on pornography as empowering and 
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liberating, the processes this involved were imagined in radically different 
terms.  

This project was formulated out of an aim to interrogate these recurring 
and conflicting conceptualizations as they also echo discussions in cinema, 
media and cultural studies where attention has been directed to audiences 
within different social and cultural contexts.20 These discussions also inform 
the field of porn studies as it has grappled with conceptualizations of the 
spectator: on the one hand, the porn spectator as passively absorbing patriar-
chal ideology, teaching men to be aggressors and women to be submissive; 
on the other hand, the celebration of viewer agency, pleasure and mobility 
unrestricted by gender or sexual identity.21 As Jane Juffer points out, pornog-
raphy’s oppressive or liberating qualities have often been conceptualized in 
terms of either “universal power” or “individual appropriation.”22 Discus-
sions about queer, feminist and lesbian pornography activate both conceptu-
alizations. In research addressing lesbian pornography, the relation between 
film and viewer is often understood more in terms of identification, reflec-
tion and affirmation, than as fluid, mobile or unbound by gender or sexual 
identity.23  

Hence, this project’s research focus and questions grew out of a perceived 
conceptual gap in the discussions about pornography and its potentially em-
powering and liberating meanings in both academic writing and in the sub-
cultural context where I first came into contact with this film culture. Atten-
tion to the recurring tension between notions of porn spectatorship as either 
fluid and unbound or determined by identity paved the way for an under-
standing of this film culture as an interpretive community sharing certain 
knowledge and engaging in a number of common debates.24 This conceptu-
alization, as well as the decision to ground the research on ethnographic 
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fieldwork, formed a crucial part in specifying the research aim to historicize 
and understand this interpretive community and its central and intertwining 
debates. Drawing on Clare Hemmings' conceptualization of the feminist past 
“as a series of ongoing contests and relationships rather than a process of 
imagined linear displacement,” this aim involves accounting for the hetero-
geneity of this film culture beyond dichotomies of repression or liberation, 
reflection or appropriation.25 In order to do so, I direct attention to the dis-
courses and aesthetics, as well as to the practices, sites and situations that 
make up this film culture.  

Research design and material 
The research project revolves around three cases: Club LASH, Pornfilmfes-
tival Berlin and Dirty Diaries. These three cases are understood as examples 
of how this film culture materializes in different locations: the basement 
space of a members-only kinky, fetish and S/M club; the cinemas, bars, cafés 
and clubs hosting a film festival; and the many spaces of production and 
consumption of a short film collection. The cases also involve different prac-
tices, including watching, socializing, having sex, networking, discussing, 
performing, directing and many more. The dissertation understands these 
cases as tied together through and at the same time shaping this interpretive 
community. 

Club LASH 
The fieldwork was initiated in late May 2008 when, with the assistance of a 
friend and colleague, I ran a questionnaire at the monthly members-only 
Club LASH in Stockholm. Club LASH, “the kinky/fetish/SM-club for chicks 
and TS,” is the one permanent site in Stockholm where queer, feminist and 
lesbian porn is regularly screened.26 I had been a member of Club LASH 
since the early 2000s and this was one of the first contexts where I first took 
part in screenings of lesbian pornography. When the club started in 1995 in a 
basement space belonging to Scandinavian Leather Men (SLM), they fol-
lowed their concept of screening porn and made use of the small monitor 
located in the bar area. For the sex educator and activist Helene Delilah, who 
started up the club, this entailed embarking on a long search for “flatporr,” 
roughly translatable to “dyke porn,” as she preferred to call it when I inter-
viewed her in November 2008.27 The films screened at Club LASH were 
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selected by Helene Delilah according to criteria that shifted over the years. 
For instance, Delilah mentioned concerns about diversity and communica-
tion in BDSM scenarios.  

The evening when I ran the questionnaire the theme for the night was Bad 
Birds Ball, where the “most depraved and daring” outfit would be nominated 
the Bad Bird of the year.28 The evening also featured a burlesque striptease 
show and the display, sales and ordering of leather skirts and corsets. Such 
activities, as well as lectures and workshops regularly form part of the pro-
gram at Club LASH. Besides a bar area and a small dance-floor, the space is 
also made up by a darkroom space with smaller booths. Practices engaged in 
by visitors at Club LASH include bar mingling, dancing, sex and BDSM 
scenes. There is also a separate space for getting dressed according to the 
dress code.29 Hence, at Club LASH the screening of pornography on a small 
monitor attached to the ceiling near the DJ-booth in the bar area is one of 
many parallel activities going on at the club. The questionnaire I ran in May 
2008 asked questions about viewing practices and consumer habits and 
aimed at engaging research subjects for further participation in the research 
project.30 28 out of approximately 60 guests were willing to take their time to 
fill out the four-sheet document. Out of these, I did interviews with four 
research subjects who I saw in pairs and individually in a seminar room at 
the Department of Cinema studies on four occasions in November 2008. 
Their respective participation in the film culture included organizing (2), 
performing (1) and being regular visitors to Club LASH (1).  

 
Club LASH flyer. 

                                                        
28 LASH newsletter, 2008-05-26. 
29 According to newsletter 2008-05-26: ”LEATHER – Rubber – Uniform – PVC – Corset – or 
otherwise Kinky… Minimum = Basic Black. No sneakers, track suit etc.” 
30 See appendix for a copy of the questionnaire. 



 53 

Pornfilmfestival Berlin 
In October 2008, I attended the third Pornfilmfestival Berlin, where I con-
ducted participant observation, carried out interviews and ran the same ques-
tionnaire again. Pornfilmfestival Berlin is an annual four-day festival, mainly 
located at Moviemento cinema, “Germany’s oldest cinema” in the Kreuz-
berg district of Berlin.31 In 2006 I had participated in the first Pornfilmfesti-
val Berlin with a lecture about the notion of authenticity in lesbian pornog-
raphy. On the website, the organizers of the first Pornfilmfestival Berlin 
declared that “there is growing demand for explicit sex that empowers indi-
viduals to make their own decisions and choices free of social stigma” and 
“an appetite for accessible erotica and sexual explicit images that is no 
longer limited to the top shelf.”32 Their background motivation to the festival 
also reads:  

The filmmakers, photographers and artists involved in PORNfilmfestival-
BERLIN have been exploring sex through their work for years and the fact 
that they have been invited to be with PORNfilmfestivalBERLIN gives you 
the experience to participate in a universe that seems so fabulously, tantaliz-
ingly exciting. 

PORNfilmfestivalBERLIN will showcase the most innovative, risk-taking 
visionaries from film, photography, performance, music, the art scene, por-
noland and even porn karaoke to challenge the genre of erotic film. All works 
shown form a collection of uncensored responses to the social and aesthetic 
questions of how we represent ourselves as sexual beings. The curation of di-
verse talent ensures a wide spectrum of interests and points of view. 

PORNfilmfestivalBERLIN seeks to harness these developing attitudes 
and trends by inviting artists, photographers and filmmakers whose work in-
vokes sex, curiosity, desire, fantasy and satisfaction in it's own right. So be 
part of this adventure and submit your films and other works to create Enter-
tainment for the reasonable Adult.33 

 
The focus here is on diversity and inclusion. The gay porn producer and 
festival organizer Jürgen Brüning emphasized that the festival was called 
porn film festival without any prefixes such as “alternative” or “queer.”34 In 
an interview with another of the organizers, Manuela Kay, in October 2008, 
she also stressed that one purpose of the festival was to bring together differ-
ent communities interested in pornography and to encourage gay men to see 
lesbian films and lesbians to see gay male porn.35 The program shows films 
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in categories such as hetero, gay, lesbian, female director, non-explicit and 
documentary and consists of film competitions, panels and workshops, often 
covering aspects of feminism, pornography and sexuality. Even if not exclu-
sively dedicated to queer, feminist and lesbian porn or addressed only to 
women, the festival is a central arena for this film culture. Over the years the 
festival has invited directors such as Emilie Jouvet, Maria Beatty, Petra Joy, 
Anna Span, Candida Royalle, Shine Louise Houston, Courtney Trouble, 
Madison Young, Cheryl Dunye and Tristan Taormino. The screenings take 
place in the theaters at Moviemento and in other cinemas. The program also 
consists of performances, workshops, art exhibitions, parties and industry 
networking, taking place in locations such as cafés, bars, clubs and galleries. 
As such, the festival involves many different spaces and practices, although, 
significantly, the screenings take place in theaters. 

With the assistance of a friend, I ran the same questionnaire from Club 
LASH at Pornfilmfestival Berlin 2008, at the screening of the main feature 
in the category lesbian film, In Search of the Wild Kingdom (Shine Louise 
Houston, 2007).36 The film was screened in Moviemento 1, a theater with 
103 seats that were sold out for this screening. We approached people wait-
ing in the foyer and standing in line to enter the theater and collected the 
filled-out questionnaires both before and after the screening. Again I got 28 
completed questionnaires back and managed to meet with four research sub-
jects during the festival and interviewed one person over Skype during the 
following month. These research subjects were participating in the festival as 
filmmakers (2), an activist working in a queer feminist sex shop (1), a re-
searcher (1), and an organizer and researcher (1). The interviews were con-
ducted wherever it was possible to fit them in during the four intense festival 
days: at the festival cinema, in cafés and in private apartments. I also did 
participant observation throughout the festival, particularly at screenings and 
Q&As in the program “lesbian shorts” and in the category lesbian, and at the 
workshop “What does feminist porn look like?” held by the producer, direc-
tor and model Audacia Ray.37 I also interviewed the French director Emilie 
Jouvet, the festival organizer, magazine editor and director of the lesbian 
porn film Airport (1994), Manuela Kay, as well as the sexpert, porn distribu-
tor and lecturer, Laura Méritt. In October 2009 I returned to the Pornfilmfes-
tival Berlin where my short Phone Fuck together with three other Dirty Dia-
ries-films were screened as part of a “Swedish Sex” program. This year I 
also did participant observation, particularly at Candida Royalle’s presenta-
tion of her own work and at a panel discussion called “Chicks With Guts.”38 
I also interviewed the San Francisco-based director Shine Louise Houston. I 
returned to the festival in 2010 and did participant observation, in particular 
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at the premiere of Emilie Jouvet’s Much More Pussy (2010) and at a panel 
discussion about Cheryl Dunye’s then under-production feature Mommy Is 
Coming (2012).39  

 
Pornfilmfestival Berlin website. 

Dirty Diaries 
In between June 2008 and June 2010, I followed the process of the produc-
tion, distribution and reception of Dirty Diaries and directed my own film 
Phone Fuck. This case includes many different locations and practices and 
makes up a large amount of material consisting of: six meetings with other 
participants in the Dirty Diaries project between June 2008 and January 
2010; directing and editing Phone Fuck and conversations and meetings with 
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the performers prior to and after the shooting and editing; and participation 
at the premiere and eight other screenings of Phone Fuck and other or all of 
the Dirty Diaries shorts during the fall 2009 and spring 2010 (Malmö Uni-
versity in September 2009, Malmö Queer Art & Film Festival in September 
2009, HBTH conference in Stockholm in October 2009, Uppsala Interna-
tional Short Film Festival in October 2009, the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in 
October 2009, the Cinematheque in Stockholm in November 2009, the festi-
val FilmIdyll in Stockholm in November 2009, Hamburg International Short 
Film Festival in June 2010). Furthermore, this material includes emails from 
Mia Engberg to the filmmakers in Dirty Diaries; reception material such as 
news articles, reviews and blogs; articles written by Dirty Diaries filmmak-
ers; interviews that I myself did for newspapers and magazines at the time of 
the release; emails from viewers to Mia Engberg.  

I furthermore interviewed Mia Engberg in September 2008 and January 
2010. I did eight interviews with Marit Östberg, the director of the Dirty 
Diaries film Authority, between August 2008 and June 2011. Marit Östberg 
became involved in queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture at the same 
time that I started up the fieldwork and her process of directing three films, 
performing in two and starting up a consciousness-raising group for porn 
activists in Berlin, has run parallel with my fieldwork. The opportunity to 
follow this process over the course of almost three years has provided a rich 
insight into some of the personal and political implications of this film cul-
ture. In this sense, Marit Östberg has become a key research subject in this 
study.  

Films and other material 
The research material also consists of films, many of which I have seen, 
obtained and learned about through the three case studies. The project fo-
cuses in particular on the shorts in Dirty Diaries.40 These are: Skin (Elin 
Magnusson, 2009), Fruitcake (Sara Kaaman & Ester Martin Bergsmark, 
2009), Night Time (Nelli Roselli, 2009), Dildoman (Åsa Sandzén, 2009), 
Body Contact (Pella Kågerman, 2009), Red Like Cherry (Tora Mårtens, 
2009), On Your Back Woman! (Wolf Madame, 2009), Phone Fuck (Ingrid 
Ryberg, 2009), Flasher Girl On Tour (Joanna Rytel, 2009), Authority (Marit 
Östberg, 2009) and For the Liberation of Men (Jennifer Rainsford, 2009). 
The dissertation also discusses Mia Engberg’s Selma & Sofie (2002), Bitch 
& Butch (2003) and Come Together (2006), which is included as a bonus 
track on the Dirty Diaries DVD. Marit Östberg’s short Uniform (2008), 
which was made for Dirty Diaries but did not form part of the final collec-
tion, and her film Share (2010) are also addressed. 
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Other films forming part of the research material are Emilie Jouvet’s 
films One Night Stand (2006), Too Much Pussy: Feminist Sluts in the Queer 
X Show (2010) and Much More Pussy (2010); Shine Louise Houston’s The 
Crash Pad (2006) and In Search of the Wild Kingdom (2007); Morty Dia-
mond’s Trans Entities: The Nasty Love of Papi and Wil (2007); SIR Video’s 
Hard Love and How to Fuck in High Heels (2000); Fatale Media’s Clips 
(1988), Suburban Dykes (1990), Safe Is Desire (1993), Bathroom Sluts 
(1991); Blush Entertainment’s Shadows (1985); Tigress Productions’ Erotic 
In Nature (1985). Furthermore, works by Carolee Schneemann, Valie Ex-
port, Barbara Hammer, Annie Sprinkle and Candida Royalle function as 
points of reference in discussions throughout this study. Films by Courtney 
Trouble, Madison Young, Anna Span, Petra Joy, Maria Beatty, Bruce La-
Bruce and Todd Verow, many of which have been screened at the Pornfilm-
festival Berlin, also inform the discussion, although they are not addressed 
directly.  

The research process has additionally included archival work. In April 
2008 I visited the Institute for the Advanced Study of Human Sexuality in 
San Francisco where I was generously provided with a DVD copy from an 
old VCR cassette with early lesbian porn videos such as Erotic in Nature and 
Shadows, films that I thus far had only read about. During this trip I also 
visited the Center for Sex & Culture in San Francisco where I interviewed 
the sex educator Carol Queen. In 2010 I visited the June L. Mazer Lesbian 
Archives in Los Angeles where I studied articles and advertisement related 
to early lesbian porn productions in the first volumes of the magazine On 
Our Backs (1984-1988). Furthermore, the material includes websites, blogs, 
facebook pages and newsletters from, in particular, Fatale Media, The Queer 
X Show, Pornfilmfestival Berlin and The Good for Her Feminist Porn 
Awards.41 Finally, the material also includes events related to queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography that has taken place in Stockholm over the course 
of the research process, such as a presentation by Barbara Hammer at Iaspis 
(The Swedish Arts Grants Committee’s International Program for Visual 
Artists) in early June 2010 and an interview that I did with her during her 
stay. It also includes a program called “Community Action Center and Be-
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yond – Two Days of Sociosexual Affinity,” held at the art space Konsthall C 
in Stockholm, in early June 2011. 

Research process 

Questionnaires 
The questionnaire was designed in order to provide qualitative background 
information about the participants in the contexts of Club LASH and Porn-
filmfestival Berlin and about their consumer habits and views on lesbian 
pornography. It asked questions about age, gender, sexuality, profession, 
education and about consumer habits regarding where, how, in what form 
and with whom pornography is obtained and consumed. Some of the total of 
56 filled-out questionnaires are incomplete, certain questions and pages have 
been skipped, some comments are difficult to make out and some checked 
options ambivalent. In Berlin the questionnaire language was in English and 
thus presumed a certain level of language skills, although this leaves open a 
possibility of misunderstanding. However, rather than making up statistical 
or quantitative data, the information from the questionnaires is understood as 
providing qualitative background information and as indicative rather than 
representative facts.42  

At this stage in the research process I used the categorization lesbian porn 
in the questionnaire, but also asked about how research subjects themselves 
described the lesbian porn that they were watching and if they watched other 
kinds of pornography. The wide and multi-layered definition of lesbian por-
nography that the questionnaires indicate contributed to the conceptualiza-
tion of this film culture as queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. Other 
frequently mentioned notions in the questionnaires, both in Stockholm and 
Berlin, are BDSM, bisexual and transgender porn. The 28 participants filling 
out questionnaires at Club LASH stated that they were born between 1957 
and 1985, with the majority born in the 1970s, thus at this time (2008) they 
were between 23 and 51 years old. The majority defined themselves as 
women and as lesbian and bisexual. Aside from one they all lived in Stock-
holm. The majority had more than three years of college education and were 
working full time or studying. The questionnaires indicated that lesbian por-
nography is consumed predominantly at home but almost as often at a club, 
which reflects the fact that the participants were all members of Club LASH. 
They indicated that research subjects watch pornography with a frequency in 
between watching every month and watching three to six times a year, in 
order to get sexually aroused but equally often for other reasons, such as 
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entertainment, research, inspiration, education and curiosity. Masturbation 
and sex with partner/s were indicated to happen less than half of the times 
that they are watching. 

The participants in the questionnaires completed at the Pornfilmfestival 
Berlin were born between 1960 and 1986, with the majority born between 
1977 and 1983. Whereas Club LASH is a members-only space for women 
and transgendered persons, Pornfilmfestival Berlin is a publicly open and 
gender-mixed space. Nevertheless, the majority who filled out the question-
naires defined themselves as women and as lesbian, bisexual and queer. The 
majority lived in Berlin but also in other German cities and in Utrecht, Vi-
enna and Madrid. The majority had college education and were presently 
working or studying. Many stated that they were self-employed and free-
lancers. Participants stated most often that they watch lesbian pornography 
three to six times per year, followed by the option every week. They stated 
that they watch both in order to get aroused and for other reasons such as 
empowerment, in order to learn about sexual practices and behavior and 
related to academic and research interest. About half stated that they mastur-
bate more than half of the times or always, while the other half stated they 
do it less than half of the times or never. The majority stated that they have 
sex with partner/s while or after watching less than half of the times or 
never. Lesbian pornography here is indicated to be consumed predominantly 
at home, but almost as often at a festival, thus similarly to Club LASH, re-
flecting the context and particular audience where the questionnaire was run.  

The results from the questionnaires ran at Club LASH and at Pornfilmfes-
tival Berlin resemble each other largely in how participants describe their 
identities, background and habits. Furthermore, many of the same titles, 
filmmakers and websites are mentioned repeatedly in both cases, most nota-
bly Maria Beatty, Annie Sprinkle and Mia Engberg. As such, the question-
naires indicate a shared knowledge within and in between these different 
contexts, which supports the conceptualization of this film culture as an in-
terpretive community. The total of 56 filled-out questionnaires also indicate 
that porn consumption in this interpretive community is a social practice and 
that access to material depends on specific spaces for learning about and 
obtaining pornographic material, such as festivals, sex shops, magazines, 
Internet sites and friendship networks. Thus the questionnaires indicate that 
this interpretive community is also engaged in online practices and activities, 
such as obtaining information, buying, watching and downloading. How-
ever, as will be addressed below, an in-depth discussion about these activi-
ties falls outside the scope of this dissertation.  

Interviews  
The interviews conducted for this research project were semi-structured and 
had different characters and focus. Interviews with filmmakers (Mia Eng-
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berg, Emilie Jouvet, Shine Louise Houston and Barbara Hammer) and orga-
nizers (Manuela Kay, Laura Méritt) have focused on their objectives and 
reflections around their work, in terms of both production and reception. The 
eight interviews I made with Marit Östberg focused on her experiences and 
reflections of participating in this film culture as activist, filmmaker and 
performer. The interviews I conducted with nine research subjects who 
signed up for further participation through the questionnaires that I ran at 
Club LASH (4) and at Pornfilmfestival Berlin (5), focused on the different 
meanings that queer, feminist and lesbian porn had for them. In what ways 
did or did not queer, feminist and lesbian porn matter to them personally? 
What kind of representations did they like and dislike? How were films ex-
perienced in relation to their own sexual practices? How would they describe 
the embodied experience of watching queer, feminist and lesbian porn? The 
interviews did not specifically ask about how they engaged in films in terms 
of identity related to gender, sexuality, class, race or age, but asked more 
open questions about how they did or did not recognize themselves, their 
desires and practices in films. I tried avoiding the term “identification,” un-
less it was brought up by research subjects themselves, which it often was, 
but in a broad and everyday sense. Also, in their accounts, research subjects 
often did reflect over how they saw their gender and sexual identities in rela-
tion to pornographic representations.  

Interviews with Swedish research subjects were done in Swedish and the 
rest of the interviews in English, both with research subjects with English as 
their first language and with research subjects with other first languages. 
Significantly then, both the questionnaires and the interviews conducted in 
Berlin presumed certain English skills. The questionnaires indicate that to a 
large extent participants in this interpretive community have college educa-
tion. Many research subjects signing up for interviews through the question-
naires participate in this film culture as directors, performers, organizers, 
distributors and activists. In accounting for their relation to pornography, 
research subjects have possessed significant abilities to reflect over and ver-
balize both their ideas about and their embodied experiences of pornogra-
phy.43 This self-reflexive ability can also be understood as a form of cultural 
capital that participation in this interpretive community entails, as well as a 
reflection of the present condition of sexualization of the public sphere as 
such.  

Importantly, these interview accounts are understood as discourse and as 
articulations to be analyzed in relation to their specific contexts, rather than 
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as providing access to authentic or isolated viewing experiences.44 The pro-
ject draws on Jackie Stacey’s methodological discussion about shifting from 
“the textual spectator” to “the spectator as text,” and her emphasis on dealing 
with audiences’ stories as narrative accounts. Audiences’ accounts, she ar-
gues, need to be understood and contextualized as “specific kinds of texts 
produced within a specific set of conditions.”45 Importantly, however, this 
does not imply that they are seen as fictional. When analyzing the tran-
scribed interviews, I used different colored highlighter pens in order to iden-
tify to what degree the accounts shared common themes, concerns and con-
ceptualizations. Significantly, notions such as empowerment, recognition 
and affirmation are often present in these accounts as they also echo the 
wider debates about feminism and pornography, aesthetics and politics in 
queer, feminist and lesbian cultural production and the question of public 
sexualization. Most crucially the interviews also invoke the figure of queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography as a potentially safe space for sexual 
empowerment. The shared conceptual framework in the interview accounts 
has further supported the conceptualization of this film culture as an inter-
pretive community.46  

Investigating the meanings produced within this interpretive community 
as involving practices of participation and specific sites and situations, but 
also embodied spectatorship, the interviews have asked questions about the 
physical experience of watching porn and about how films are felt in the 
body. In analyzing this material I have paid attention to how the embodied 
experience of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography is described and how 
it relates to research subjects’ accounts of their own identities and practices. 
These accounts, as well as the questionnaires, indicate that many different 
modes of reading are activated in the reading process. Films are watched 
both for the purposes of sexual arousal and for research purposes or out of 
curiosity. Hence, these accounts invoke Linda Williams’ remark about the 
different sensations arising from her own different approaches to pornogra-
phy, as a feminist, as a porn consumer seeking “to stimulate [her] sen-
sorium” and as a woman.47 They also direct attention to Lynne Pearce’s dis-
cussion about how interpretive communities can encourage or restrict read-
ing modes that are more “implicated” or more “hermeneutic.”48 The inter-
view accounts in this project focus on the aesthetic and political meanings of 
the films as well as on the personal and physical sensations they evoke and 
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indicate that different modes of reading intertwine and are not separable in 
the reading process.49  

In studying embodied spectatorship this project has primarily considered 
articulations of experiences through verbal accounts. As Feona Attwood 
notes, in the small amount of qualitative work in this area, “talking has 
emerged as a vitally important way of way of examining how pornography is 
used and experienced, or of exploring the range of attitudes, feelings, beliefs, 
and political positions taken up in relation to a range of explicit media [em-
phasis in original].”50 These verbal accounts of the embodied film experience 
are not regarded as transparent records of or as direct and unmediated ex-
pressions of the research subjects’ sensations, but are, in the same way as the 
interview material in large, understood as enabled by and articulated within 
this interpretive community and as such shaped by the discourses, aesthetics, 
practices, sites and situations that it is made up by. These have also been 
studied through participant observation. 

Participant observation  
Participant observation has been conducted throughout the fieldwork as a 
means of investigating this interpretive community within the three case 
studies. In her work on the home as a site for women’s porn consumption, 
Juffer critiques the sex radical conceptualization of female porn reader 
agency as individual and isolated acts of resistance and liberation in an un-
differentiated public sphere. Against such a “placeless” understanding of 
agency, Juffer argues for a consideration of how “representations shape indi-
vidual consciousness only insofar as they exist within sets of social relations 
that shape the material transformation of the sites at which women purchase 
and consume pornography.”51 She further claims that “[a] cultural studies 
critic engaged in pursuit of the mundane implications of consumption, then, 
acknowledges that the text’s meaning is determined as much by factors out-
side the text as by factors within it.”52 In a similar move, but regarding the 
case of gay male porn, John Champagne rejects the methods of close analy-
sis and reception studies concerned with audiences’ interpretations and in-
stead highlights the importance of theorizing “the porno film viewing expe-
rience as part of a larger set of cultural and social rituals and practices.”53 He 
finds that “the exhibition of gay pornography makes possible a social space 
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in which dominant forms of (sexual) subjectivity might be (re)produced, 
challenged, countered, and violated.”54 Therefore, gay porn films “signify 
culturally and socially regardless of whether they are ‘actually’ watched or 
not [emphasis in original].”55   

In this study, participant observation in a range of different contexts of 
both production and exhibition, in screening situations in theaters, as well as 
in situations engaged in other practices, such as discussions, has demon-
strated that the implications of this interpretive community stretch beyond 
close readings of film texts. It has become evident that the meanings of films 
are shaped both by the “film experience” and by the “theater experience,” in 
Miriam Hansen’s words.56 Participant observation in different screening 
contexts has provided crucial insights into how different audiences react, 
conduct and express themselves in relation to different films and moments in 
films. Screenings of Dirty Diaries have demonstrated that laughter, but also 
moving about nervously or covering one’s eyes are all more acceptable than 
expressions indicating arousal or pleasure. This has implied that non-verbal 
expressions in different screening contexts have not been regarded as more 
authentic or less mediated than verbal accounts, but as shaped by these very 
contexts and situations and by what conduct is imagined appropriate in 
these.57 The embodied dimension of the relation between films and viewers 
in this film culture has then been investigated primarily through research 
subjects’ accounts, including also accounts of my own embodied experi-
ences of certain films. Hence, this project draws on recent attention to how 
affective responses to media constitute a crucial dimension of the text-reader 
relation, while also being cautious about the methodological challenges that 
this presents.58 

This approach also implies that the embodied experience of queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography has not been studied in research subjects’ pri-
vate homes. The presence of a researcher in the situation of porn consump-
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tion would provide radically different conditions for this experience than 
private consumption. However, I have watched excerpts of porn together 
with research subjects during interviews, but the purpose of showing these 
clips has mainly been to stir and stimulate the discussion rather than to ana-
lyze their embodied experiences of this particular excerpt. In these situations 
research subjects have sometimes told me that they find the excerpts arous-
ing and sometimes that they think they could find them arousing under other 
premises, highlighting some of the complexities involved in researching 
porn consumption and embodied meanings. Similar methodological chal-
lenges also formed part of the decision to delimit the fieldwork from online 
practices related to queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture. As Sonia 
Livingstone remarks, internet use is often a private practice “located in the 
bedroom or study” and “at times highly personal, even transgressive – in-
cluding intimate conversations, pornography, personal concerns, etc., mak-
ing observation or interviews difficult.”59 Moreover, this delimitation has 
been supported by research subjects’ accounts, where online forms of par-
ticipation in this film culture have been marginal, which of course may de-
pend on the questions asked. While sites such as The Crash Pad Series and 
Queer Porn TV provide online platforms for this film culture, the research 
project’s focus has been shaped primarily by how the recent wave of interest 
in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography has materialized in events with 
physical locations, not least the Pornfilmfestival Berlin, where the producers 
of these online sites importantly also participate.60   

In doing participant observation the emphasis, as pointed out above, has 
been on participation, not least in the case of Dirty Diaries. This implies that 
I use my own experiences of different practices of participation as research 
material. As such, my experience of directing the Dirty Diaries short Phone 
Fuck forms part of the research material and process. My work with the film 
consisted of writing a manuscript, casting, directing, shooting and editing. 
Since the film would be a short feature and based on dialogue I searched for 
people with previous experience of acting. I also wanted performers who 
were familiar with Mia Engberg and this project and with the queer, feminist 
and lesbian activism that this film culture forms part of. Just as many of the 
other filmmakers, I therefore engaged performers from my own subcultural 
contexts and networks in Stockholm: Helena Lindblom from the queer thea-
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ter group Kunq and Helena Sandström, the performer and director of per-
formance productions such as You Give Gay People A Bad Name and Dra-
gana. In November 2008 the three of us rehearsed and shot the film during 
three days, in my apartment at the time and in the apartment of one of the 
other filmmakers in Dirty Diaries. Over the next few months we had a cou-
ple of meetings where we evaluated the process and looked at first a rough 
cut that I edited and then a final version of the film, edited by Hanna Lejon-
qvist. This process and the dialogue with Helena Lindblom and Helena 
Sandström has formed a vital part of the research project as such and has 
provided rich material for considering production strategies and their practi-
cal implications within this film culture.  

Throughout this research project my own experiences of participation 
have provided a crucial basis for analysis. Following Donna Haraway’s in-
fluential work on feminist epistemology, this approach has also served as a 
means of acknowledging how knowledge production in this study is pro-
duced from a specific embodied location.61 Importantly, however, while my 
own experiences are more directly available to me, I discuss them too as 
shaped by this interpretive community, or in Stanley Fish’s words as “exten-
sions of community perspectives.”62 My own accounts of film experiences or 
of participating in this film culture are as culturally and historically located 
and constructed as the interview accounts. As Alison Rooke states in her 
work on queer ethnography, “[t]he ethnographic self is as contingent, plural, 
and shifting as that of many of the informants we are concerned with.”63 
Similarly, Elspeth Probyn emphasizes that “critics, like anyone else, are a 
part of the social and […] their experience of it should be put to work theo-
retically.”64 In this vein, rather than “[guaranteeing] a true referent” I use my 
experiences as “an articulated position which allows [me] to speak as an 
embodied individual within the process of cultural interpretation.”65 Building 
on and “[putting] to work” my own experiences has shaped the research 
process in crucial ways.66 In particular my experiences from the release and 
reception phase of Dirty Diaries have informed the discussion of this film 
culture in terms of both intimate and counter public. Participating in the wide 
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public circulation of the film and in different reception situations directed 
my attention to questions about how the figure of safe space is mobilized 
differently across this film culture. The dissertation aims at making this inte-
gral part of research visible in a productive way, not in the form of confes-
sion or autobiographical notes for the sake of it, nor for transparency only, 
but in order to demonstrate how research questions and findings are interre-
lated with and affected by my own embodied position and experience within 
the film culture.67  

Studying, reading and making porn 
The research process has also involved methodological reflections concern-
ing studying queer, feminist and lesbian porn film material. Contrarily to 
Champagne’s argument about the exhibition of gay porn films, I do not find 
it possible to reject the film texts and their meanings in these contexts.68 Fol-
lowing Miriam Hansen’s understanding of film as an alternative public 
sphere, the alternative experiential horizon offered in this film culture is 
understood in terms of “multiple and dynamic transactions” between the 
space of the theater and the space on the screen.69 In his study on activities in 
gay male theaters and in response to Champagne, José Capino finds that the 
social space, rather than being separated from the film content, may lead 
viewers to the film.70 In her discussion about women’s porn consumption, 
Juffer regards the pornographic texts, their content and aesthetics, as “par-
ticipants in determining conditions of access.”71 Similarly, I discuss films 
circulating in this film culture as a central part of this interpretive commu-
nity and its shared knowledge, concerns and perspectives. Pornographic film 
texts are central not only from the point of view of reception, but also in 
terms of production and distribution. Hence, in this study films form part of 
the research material both in the sense of being experienced, produced and 
accounted for by research subjects, and in the sense of texts articulating the 
interpretive community’s shared knowledge.  

In Susanna Paasonen’s work the question of affective engagements with 
pornographic texts relates to methodological questions of how to read and 
engage with the material. Exploring the affective dynamics of pornography 
rather than focusing on meaning she highlights “modes of interpretation that 

                                                        
67 Fraser and Puwar, 6. 
68 See also Alasuutari, 7. 
69 Hansen, 1991, 118. 
70 José B. Capino, “Homologies of Space: Text and Spectatorship in All-Male Adult Thea-
ters,” Cinema Journal, 45: 1 (Fall 2005): 50-65. See also Amy Herzog, “In the Flesh: Space 
and Embodiment in the Pornographic Peep Show Arcade,” The Velvet Light Trap, 62 (Fall 
2009): 29-43. 
71 Juffer, 23. 



 67 

remain open to surprises and uncertainties while accounting for the affective 
power, or force, of the texts studied,” such as Pearce’s notions of implicated 
reading and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s notion of reparative reading.72 How-
ever, rather than a question of maintaining a separation between affect and 
signification or sensation and interpretation, she finds that awareness of dif-
ferent modes of readings is a question of self-reflexivity and accountability.73 
In line with Paasonen, this dissertation understands different modes of read-
ing as intertwining in research subjects’ as well as in my own accounts of 
film experiences. I engage with the pornographic material both through im-
plicated and hermeneutic readings. The meaning I make out of some films, 
especially my account of Much More Pussy (Jouvet, 2010) in the context of 
the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in chapter 5, is evidently shaped both by the film 
and the theater experience, as Hansen puts it. Film texts are also engaged 
through more hermeneutic reading modes in order to historicize this film 
culture’s aesthetic and political features. Through textual analysis, chapter 3 
reads films in relation to a history of queer, feminist and lesbian sexual rep-
resentations since second wave feminism. Nevertheless, this does not mean 
these films have not touched me corporeally or that my affective engagement 
in them has not shaped the analysis.  

Rather, I find that affectively charged experiences have often prompted 
theoretical analysis, similarly to how Don Kulick argues that “erotic subjec-
tivity in the field is a potentially useful source of insight,” as it may provoke 
questions and ”draw attention to the conditions of its own production.”74 
Importantly, however, erotic subjectivity does not only imply desire as a 
positive eye-opener, but also include more ambiguous and sometimes un-
comfortable experiences. Such experiences also form the basis of the discus-
sions in this study, for instance in chapter 5. Kulick contends that:  

It is because erotic experience can be ‘messy’, ‘unsettling’, and a ‘between-
thing’, capable of provoking a whole gamut of both pleasurable and painful 
feelings, that it has great capacity to prod us into moving, gingerly and with a 
lot at stake, onto the terrain of others, with the goal of extending positions, 
both our own and theirs.75 

 
In an afterthought to Hard Core, Linda Williams also reflects on how her 
personal reactions were embedded in the attention she gave to different films 
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in her study, despite her aim at being neutral in relation to the material.76 
Paasonen argues that in order to make the critiques of pornography more 
situated it is important to make oneself “vulnerable” to texts and to “reflect 
on one’s own affective investments in the texts.”77  

 
Phone Fuck (Ingrid Ryberg, 2009). 

Film production as research 
By the time I developed my idea for Phone Fuck, in the spring and summer 
of 2008, one pornographic scene in particular heightened my awareness of 
my own affective investment in my research material. It was a scene that 
intrigued me theoretically and excited me sexually and made me reflect on 
what kinds of knowledge and questions were produced in my own encoun-
ters with pornographic texts. The scene is from the film Hard Love (SIR 
Video, 2000) and features a butch-femme couple and a sexual encounter 
played out in dirty talk while both are masturbating. They are not naked and 
there is hardly any physical contact between them. The femme sits on a ta-
ble, masturbating with one hand in her panties. The butch stands in front of 
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her jerking off a dildo with the other hand down her pants masturbating. 
From the first time I saw the clip it stuck to my mind and this affective in-
vestment triggered analysis. I interpreted the film as thematizing the same 
tension between touching and still not reaching that also characterizes an 
erotic encounter with a pornographic film. It represents a sexual encounter 
without physical contact as an interactive meeting played out in imagination. 
It also plays on the tension between the fantasy scenario in the dirty talk and 
the masturbation as well as on a tension and fusion between body and tech-
nology through the jerking off and having the dildo “come.”78 Thus, my em-
bodied experience of Hard Love became the basis for theorizing and affected 
the research, not so much in terms of attention that I give to this particular 
film text, but attention that I give to questions of fantasy and touch in the 
embodied film experience. Here Dirty Diaries became a platform where I 
could explore these ideas further. Inspired by Hard Love, my film Phone 
Fuck features a sexual encounter between two women, taking place over 
telephone and in a mutual fantasy while both are masturbating in their sepa-
rate apartments. My summary and presentation of the film in the Dirty Dia-
ries DVD booklet reads:   

Phone Fuck explores the idea of longing and absence – and the tension be-
tween touching and not touching – as a trigger for desire. The film is a post 
break up phone sex scene between two women. It is an erotic encounter 
played out in fantasy while the women masturbate in their separate apart-
ments. The phone call is cross-edited with fragments of intimate contact be-
tween them – images that can be seen as memories or fantasies alike. 

I wanted to work with the theme of a sexual experience played out on dif-
ferent levels – not necessarily physically between the two women in my film, 
but as a meeting created verbally between them, in a shared fantasy. A meet-
ing produced in imagination, but also an autoerotic meeting, as well as a meet-
ing between the film and the viewer. Where the viewer is invited to interact 
with the fantasy scenario and perhaps inspired to reach for and feel herself.  

Even though the women cannot physically reach each other over the phone 
they still manage to touch eachother. Likewise, I think an erotic encounter 
with a pornographic – or any other kind of film – is characterized precisely by 
the tension between touching and not touching, between touching and still not 
reaching. Watching film is a sensual experience. It is about how the film 
touches the viewer. Phone Fuck wants to enhance this encounter.79    

 
The production of Phone Fuck served as one way of creatively investigating 
questions both of production strategies within this film culture and of the 
embodied experience of porn spectatorship. Phone Fuck also became a 
method for reflecting on my own affective investments in the research mate-
rial and in particular in the film Hard Love. It has been one productive way 
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of including and accounting for my personal reactions in the research proc-
ess.  

Research ethics 
As Halberstam points out, in queer subcultures distinctions between re-
search, activism and cultural production are often blurred. In queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography there is no sharp distinction between detached 
audience and active participants. Many research subjects actively engage in 
the film culture as filmmakers, programmers, sex educators, performers or 
researchers themselves. While my own involvement in this film culture im-
plied that “getting access” was not a big concern and that research subjects 
may have chosen to participate in the project because they knew me or as-
sumed I was engaged in queer, feminist and lesbian activism, the production 
of knowledge also forms an integral part of this interpretive community.80 
For instance, at Club LASH in Stockholm some guests did express intimida-
tion when I and my assistant for the evening approached them, but filling out 
questionnaires dominated the activities at an early stage of the evening, and 
while this was odd and awkward in some sense, it was also not a too surpris-
ing or out-of-context activity in this space. As one arriving visitor jokingly 
commented: “You’re going to a lesbian BDSM club in a basement – and 
you’re met by two feminist researchers…” Consequently, I do not consider 
research subjects only as informants, but rather as research collaborators and 
co-producers of knowledge.81 Several research subjects signing up for inter-
views through the questionnaires participate in this film culture publicly as 
organizers, researchers or filmmakers. Therefore research subjects who I 
interviewed were given the choice to participate with their own names, to get 
credit for their activist work and knowledge production within this film cul-
ture.82 Importantly, the choice to participate anonymously was also made 
clear and some research subjects have chosen to do so. In order to clarify this 
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in the dissertation, research subjects who participate anonymously are men-
tioned with a first name pseudonym, while research subjects participating 
with their own names are mentioned with first and last names.  

Besides following the ethical guidelines from the Swedish Research 
Council about informed consent, I have also had to consider how to handle 
the fact that people I know form part of the research. As Julia O’Connell 
Davidson points out: “[I]ntimate, collaborative relationships between eth-
nographers and their research subjects represent ethical terrain that is no less 
difficult than research relationships that are more bounded and hierarchi-
cal.”83 Whereas issues of building close relations with research subjects lie at 
the heart of all ethnographic research, in this project I still found it necessary 
to structure the research relations in some kind of bounded way. As I did not 
want my previous knowledge about people and their personal experiences 
impact who would take part of the project, I decided to engage research sub-
jects only through and after I had decided on the three case studies, primarily 
through the questionnaires. In other words, research subjects are people who 
were present in the specific contexts and situations that the fieldwork was 
made up by. This also implies that research subjects do not form part of the 
project as representatives of specific subject positions or identities related to 
age, class, race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality or gender. However, and not 
without relevance, research subjects participating in the study are predomi-
nantly white, just as the contexts of the three case studies also are. Still, re-
search subjects are not seen as directly reflecting the film culture as such. 
They also reflect who, at these specific occasions and sometimes under 
rather intense circumstances, could make the fast decision to sign up for 
interviews where they would reflect over their own relation to pornography, 
sometimes in a language that was not their first language. This also includes 
who in these situations felt comfortable, compelled and invited to sign up for 
a research project conducted by a 30-something white femme Swedish aca-
demic. 

Thus, research relations and situations have been bounded by and limited 
to specific occasions, to interviews and participant observation at certain 
meetings, clubs, festivals and screenings. I have not considered all contact, 
meetings or conversation with research subjects as research data that I could 
build on without consent, although it is not unlikely that social contact with 
research subjects has influenced how I perceive the interviews I have done 
with them. With interviewed research subjects, informed consent has been 
made in written form, as a method of increasing the validity of the consent 
by separating friendly agreements from a formal one and as a means of also 
providing information about the project and my contact information in writ-
ten form. At meetings with Dirty Diaries filmmakers I have been cautious 

                                                        
83 Julia O’Connell Davidson, “If No Means No, Does Yes Mean Yes? Consenting to Research 
Intimacies,” History of the Human Sciences, 21: 4 (2008): 56. 
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about informing each new participant about the purpose of recording the 
conversations. Here the dictaphone has also functioned as a reminder of my 
role as researcher.  

Nevertheless, as O’Connell Davidson asks: “Is it possible for anyone to 
genuinely consent to being objectified through the research process?”84 In the 
end, she contends, it is impossible not to appropriate the voices and experi-
ences of research subjects, especially since over time they will continue to be 
objectified not as their full selves, but as the role they represent or are as-
signed to at the time of the research.85 In this project I have the power to 
interpret research subjects’ accounts and select which ones to represent more 
fully and put in dialogue with the theoretical framework I choose.86 Impor-
tantly, however, research subjects have been given the opportunity to read 
and comment on the text and have through their readings contributed further 
to the process. There has also been a case where research subjects withdrew 
their participation. On request from the filmmakers, one of the Dirty Diaries 
films does not form part of the research material. Hence, consent has re-
mained an ethical principle throughout this project. As will be discussed 
more in the next chapter, this is also a principal characteristic of queer, femi-
nist and lesbian porn film culture.  

                                                        
84 O’Connell Davidson, 51 
85 O’Connell Davidson, 57. See also Rooke, 2009. 
86 See Stacey, 1994, 77f. 
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3. Constructing a safe space for sexual 
empowerment: political and aesthetic legacies  

In September 2008, the day after we have had our second Dirty Diaries 
meeting with the participating filmmakers, I do an interview with Mia Eng-
berg, at her working space by Mariatorget, in the Södermalm area of Stock-
holm. I ask if she thinks differently about this project than she did about 
Selma & Sofie, her first feminist porn film from 2002. Selma & Sofie, along 
with the behind-the-scenes documentary Bitch & Butch, was one starting 
point when I embarked on this project. As the first lesbian porn film made in 
Sweden, Selma & Sofie reactivated the feminist discussion about pornogra-
phy and raised questions about production and distribution strategies in 
feminist pornography. It was highlighted that the film was produced by an 
all-female team and that it featured a real life lesbian couple and “authentic 
sex scenes.”1 When I see her now, I ask Mia Engberg about the notion of 
authenticity and what she thinks about this notion in relation to Dirty Dia-
ries. Her rich answer brings up several questions that this chapter grapples 
with as it historicizes contemporary transnational queer, feminist and lesbian 
porn film culture. 

What I thought about yesterday when we had our rally – I like the word rally 
because you get the feeling that we are a movement and that we have rallies – 
was that so much has happened during the last years. Just in how our conver-
sations were last night and how we want to make our films and how one 
thinks about sexual fantasies and about expressing sexual fantasies. Those 
conversations would not have been possible among feminists just a few years 
ago…  

We have stopped defining ourselves only in opposition to something that 
we are against. It is about what we are for and how we can express that. This 
thing with authenticity – yes it feels as if we have come a step further. Since 
Selma & Sofie felt as if it was the first film we made it was important to get 
away from the artificiality. What characterizes sexist mainstream porn is that 
it is so artificial. There are no real breasts and no real nails, there are no real 
eyelashes, there are no real orgasms. So then it was natural to start with 
authenticity – that they would be in love for real, they would have sex for real. 
And Selma & Sofie, when you watch it today, it feels almost like a documen-
tary, in a way like – yes we shoot when they have sex, they do not act and 

                                                        
1 Selma & Sofie VHS case and DVD case; “Selma & Sofie,” Sexyfilm website,  
www.sexyfilm.se (accessed 2006-06-09). See also Bitch & Butch (Mia Engberg, 2003). 
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they are not performers who enact. But it is just real, just real body, real feel-
ings. But now it feels more important to make… an artistic expression of, not 
sexuality, but of horniness or of the sexual fantasy – which is what I think 
porn is…  

Most of the films in Dirty Diaries move beyond the idea of authenticity.2 
[My emphasis.] 

 
Just like Mia Engberg’s presentation of the project at our first Dirty Diaries 
meeting a few months earlier, this answer echoes how feminism in Sweden 
has been described as shifting into queer feminism in the 2000s and how this 
parallels articulations of concepts such as Nordic new feminism and third 
wave feminism, as contemporary formations of feminism where pornogra-
phy and sexuality are articulated as tools for empowerment rather than for 
oppression.3 Her description of Dirty Diaries as belonging to a movement 
organized through rallies invokes an understanding of this film culture as an 
interpretive community engaged in activist struggles and a shared concern 
about sexual empowerment. Furthermore, Mia Engberg’s reflections about 
whether Dirty Diaries will define itself in opposition to the “artificiality” of 
“sexist mainstream porn,” or focus on “what we are for” and make “artistic 
expressions” of “horniness” and “sexual fantasy,” raise questions about the 
objectives of these activist struggles. Her answer evokes a tension between 
critique (of artificiality in mainstream porn) and affirmation (of horniness 
and fantasy), and raises questions about the relationship between these. Her 
invocation of movement rallies, as well as our regular Dirty Diaries meet-
ings as such, also direct attention to questions about the production practices 
and strategies that make up queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. The 
contrast between authenticity and fantasy, as well as documentary and artis-
tic expression similarly brings up questions about the many different aes-
thetic strategies of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. Finally, Mia 
Engberg’s consideration of these issues in relation to a development within 
the feminist movement “during the last years” raises questions about the 
history of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, about its political and 
aesthetic legacies, and about how to account for them.  

This chapter scrutinizes production and aesthetic strategies within this in-
terpretive community in relation to a history of queer, feminist and lesbian 
discussions and productions of sexual representations. Through textual 
analysis, primarily of the shorts in Dirty Diaries, as well as of ethnographic 
material from meetings and statements made by the filmmakers in articles 
and in the DVD booklet, it accounts for the political and aesthetic legacies of 

                                                        
2 Interview with Mia Engberg, 2008-09-19. My translation from Swedish. 
3 Ambjörnsson, 2006, 171-220; Kulick, 2005a, 11-19; Rosenberg, 2002; Rosenberg, 2006, 
116-123; Mühleisen, 2007: 172-189; Ryberg, 2004, 397-409. 
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queer, feminist and lesbian pornography.4 I examine how the many different 
production and aesthetic strategies explored within this interpretive commu-
nity all revolve around a politics of constructing safe space for sexual 
empowerment. This politics is characterized by a tension between affirma-
tion and critique, as also manifested in Mia Engberg’s formulation. I argue 
that the current transnational queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture 
embodies what Teresa de Lauretis describes as a constitutive contradiction 
specific to the women’s movement: “a twofold pressure, a simultaneous pull 
in opposite directions, a tension toward the positivity of politics, or affirma-
tive action in behalf of women as social subjects, on one front, and the nega-
tivity inherent in the radical critique of patriarchal, bourgeois culture, on the 
other.”5 This contradiction between affirmation and critique in the women’s 
movement, de Lauretis points out, “was also central to the debate on 
women’s cinema, its politics and its language, as it was articulated within 
Anglo-American film theory in the early 1970s.”6 I account for how this 
twofold pressure is played out politically and aesthetically in queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography. 

In highlighting this internal pull and the ongoing struggles around the safe 
space trope across queer, feminist and lesbian pornography’s political and 
aesthetic legacies, I also argue for a non-linear conceptualization of the 
queer, feminist and lesbian past. As such, I draw on Chris Straayer’s chroni-
cling of lesbian sexual representations in film and video as an overlapping of 
feminist discourses that are not mutually exclusive.7 Straayer argues that the 
ideologies of both cultural feminism and “pro-sex” lesbians “frequently in-
tersect in independent video,” where women’s struggle for control over their 
bodies and sexuality prevail as a central concern.8 For instance, she high-
lights how female sexual agency, self-definition and empowerment are 
equally central to the 1970s work of Barbara Hammer and to the 1990s “bad-
girl” videos by Sadie Benning.9 Jane Gerhard and Lynn Comella also disrupt 
understandings of second wave feminism as standing in opposition to later 
feminist discussions about sex.10 They both highlight that the issues of sexual 

                                                        
4 One of the shorts in the collection is excluded from this discussion on request from its film-
makers. 
5 De Lauretis, 2007a, 25. 
6 De Lauretis, 2007a, 26. 
7 Straayer, 1996, 201. 
8 Straayer, 1996, 204. The notions “pro-sex” and “sex-positive” emerged along with “sex 
radical” during the North American Sex Wars. See Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a 
Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” in Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female 
Sexuality, ed. Carol S. Vance (London: Pandora Press, 1992[84]), 267-319; Carol Queen, 
“Sex Radical Politics, Sex-Positive Feminist Thought, and Whore Stigma,” in Whores and 
Other Feminists, ed. Jill Nagle (New York & London: Routledge, 1997), 125-137. 
9 Straayer, 204. See also Halberstam, 2005, 179-187.  
10 Gerhard, 2001, 9; Comella, “Looking Backward: Barnard and its Legacies,” The Communi-
cation Review, 11 (2000):  205. See also Vance, 1996, xvii. 
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pleasure and self-determination that the Barnard Conference put on the 
agenda in 1982 were already emphasized in the 1960s and 1970s, for in-
stance at the NOW (National Organization for Women) conference in New 
York in 1973. 

In queer and feminist studies, Elizabeth Freeman, Judith Halberstam and 
Clare Hemmings have all complicated frameworks of displacement, “con-
flict or mandatory continuity” when accounting for the feminist past and its 
relation to the present.11 Hemmings calls for a conceptualization of the femi-
nist past “as a series of ongoing contests and relationships rather than a proc-
ess of imagined linear displacement.”12 In cinema studies, Annette Kuhn 
similarly contends that rather than a progressive evolution, feminist film 
theory could better be described as “a series of circles or spirals” where 
some issues are “repeatedly returned to.”13 Lynn Spigel and Vicki Callahan 
both also problematize conceptualizations of feminist media studies, as well 
as film history in terms of waves and historical timeline.14 Freeman points 
out that “the undertow is a constitutive part of the wave; its forward move-
ment is also a drag back.”15 She proposes a notion of “temporal drag” in 
order to “complicate the idea of horizontal political generations or waves 
succeeding each other in progressive time,” and highlights “the movement 
time of collective political fantasy.”16 Drawing on Freeman this chapter dis-
cusses how this interpretive community, in Dirty Diaries and other exam-
ples, “[registers] on [its] very surface the co-presence of several historically 
contingent events, social movements, and/or collective pleasures.”17  

Film production as politics 
The Dirty Diaries meeting the day before I interview Mia Engberg in Sep-
tember 2008 also takes place at her workspace, where we squeeze ourselves 
together around a table with wine and cheese.18 There are some new faces. 
We discuss our different projects and processes. Some have already started 
filming and we get to see some rough cuts. For inspiration we watch a porn 

                                                        
11 Halberstam, 2005, 185. 
12 Hemmings, 2005, 131. 
13 Kuhn, “Bent on Deconstruction,” in Women’s Pictures: Feminism and Cinema, 1994, 193. 
14 Lynn Spigel, “Theorizing the Bachelorette: ‘Waves’ of Feminist Media Studies,” Signs: 
Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 30: 1 (2004), 1209-1221; Vicki Callahan, “Intro-
duction: Reclaiming the Archive: Archeological Explorations toward a Feminism 3.0,” in 
Reclaiming the Archive: Feminism and Film History, ed. Vicki Callahan (Detroit, Michigan: 
Wayne State University Press, 2010), 1-7. 
15 Freeman, 65. 
16 Freeman, 65. 
17 Freeman, 63. 
18 Dirty Diaries meeting, 2008-09-18. 
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short by Ester Martin Bergsmark, one of the attending filmmakers. My Cock 
Is A Dildo (2007), made together with Emanuel Nyberg, was inspired by the 
queer researcher Beatriz Preciado’s Contra-sexual Manifesto.19 The project 
is starting to take shape and already feels much more concrete, not least 
since the purpose of the meeting is also to go through legal details regarding 
profit and rights.  

Mia Engberg hands out two different contracts. One is for the filmmakers 
to sign. It states that the filmmakers own the rights to their own films while 
Mia Engberg as producer owns the general rights to the project. It states that 
any profit will be shared between all the filmmakers. It also states that the 
filmmakers guarantee that the performers in their respective shorts partici-
pate out of free will and approve that the film will be exhibited as a part of 
Dirty Diaries “in all media in all territories infinitely.”20 The other contract is 
to be signed by the filmmakers and the performers in the individual shorts. It 
states that performers are over 18 years of age, participate out of free will 
and consent to the film being screened as part of Dirty Diaries in “all media 
in all territories infinitely.”21 It also states that the performers consent to any 
kind of distribution and exhibition of the film “in all territories and media.” 
Mia Engberg talks about her own previous experiences of performers regret-
ting their participation and about not wanting to risk this again. However, if 
we as filmmakers want to make any special agreements with performers 
giving them the right to approve of the result, we may add this to our indi-
vidual contracts. Just as at the first meeting, Mia Engberg stresses that it is 
possible for both performers and filmmakers to participate anonymously in 
the project. 

With its collective and collaborative structure, regular meetings, shared 
profit and concern about not “[harming] anyone during the shooting,” as it 
was also put in the first descriptions of the project, Dirty Diaries invokes 
principles and strategies central to and evolved from the second wave femi-
nist movement.22 Starting each meeting with a round where everyone is 
given the opportunity to talk, the project echoes models for non-hierarchical 
and democratic meetings associated with second wave feminist organization 

                                                        
19 Beatriz Preciado, Manifiesto Contra-sexual (Opera Prima, 2002); Ingrid Ryberg, interview 
with Ester Martin Bergsmark and Emmanuel Nyberg, “Röra upp,” Kom Ut, 7 (2007): 20-21. 
20 My translation from Swedish. 
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22 Dirty Diaries website, www.dirtydiaries.se (accessed 2008-06-09); Svensk Filmdatabas, 
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structures and consciousness-raising groups.23 At this and other meetings 
Mia Engberg also underscores that people do not have to talk if they do not 
want to, just as they have the possibility to participate anonymously in the 
project: 

One does not have to feel an obligation to be able to formulate oneself in front 
of everybody else. And one has the right to participate anonymously… One 
does not have to be afraid of what grandmother will think [giggles] or what-
ever reason one might have for not wanting one’s name… on the film. That is 
an important detail, because I think one of the reasons why there is not more 
women-produced pornography is… self-censorship and not daring to reveal 
one’s dirty fantasies.24  

 
Inviting participants without previous film skills also enables activists out-
side of the established Swedish film production culture to contribute with 
their “diaries.” Here the group process and support is central. During the 
production phase there are many collaborations between the different film-
makers in the project. Mia Engberg also stresses, especially at our fifth Dirty 
Diaries meeting in August 2009, a few weeks before the release of the film, 
that “we are together” in this project:  

Within the next few weeks there will also be bad comments about this, espe-
cially on the net… People will blog and write mean things… People are angry 
and think it is disgusting or unnecessary… But then it is important to remem-
ber that we are many together in this and not to get sad or broken down.25 

 
As such, Dirty Diaries also evokes the feminist film movement of the 1970s 
as organized through networks and collectives where women would help, 
support and teach each other.26 In 1975, E. Ann Kaplan underscored that 
collective film work makes “[w]omen’s movies […] as valuable in terms of 
the process of making them as for the products that result.”27 Reflecting on 
women’s film in 1973, Claire Johnston similarly proposed that collective 
work “constitutes a formidable challenge to male privilege in the film indus-
try; as an expression of sisterhood, it suggests a viable alternative to the rigid 
                                                        
23 Isaksson, 2007, 122-132. Isaksson points out that ideas about democratic and egalitarian 
organization structures also characterized the left movement at this time. See also Gerhard, 6, 
101; and Stacey K. Sowards and Valerie R. Renegar, “The Rhetorical Functions of Con-
sciousness-raising in Third Wave Feminism,” Communication Studies, 55: 4 (Winter 2004), 
535-552. 
24 Dirty Diaries meeting, 2008-09-18. My translation from Swedish. 
25 Dirty Diaries meeting at the lesbian-run restaurant Roxy in Stockholm, 2009-08-25. My 
translation from Swedish. 
26 Rich, 1; Doane, Mellencamp and Williams, 1984, 1-8; Johnston, 1980, 27-34. 
27 E. Ann Kaplan, “Women’s Happytime Commune: New Departures in Women’s Films,” 
Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary Media, 9 (1975),  
http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/onlinessays/JC09folder/WomensHappytmCom.html (ac-
cessed 2011-11-16). 
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hierarchical structures of male-dominated cinema and offers real opportuni-
ties for a dialogue about the nature of women’s cinema within it.”28 In this 
vein, Dirty Diaries has also constituted a challenge to male privilege in the 
Swedish film industry today.  

Dirty Diaries and the contracts we sign at the meeting in August 2008 
moreover raise questions about the collaboration between filmmakers and 
performers, about how this relation is handled and about principles of safety 
and consent. During the production phase of Dirty Diaries these principles 
result in one case in the exclusion of one short from the final collection after 
one of the performers withdraws her participation.29 These principles also 
involve discussions about the shooting of the sex scenes. When Mia Eng-
berg’s film Selma & Sofie was released in 2002 it was forwarded that the 
performers were not told what to do in the sex scene but were allowed to do 
what they felt comfortable with.30 In my interview with the French director 
Emilie Jouvet in Berlin in October 2008 she described how she and her 
performers discuss and decide together about the content of the sex scene 
and how she gives minimal direction during the shooting.31 When I myself 
shot Phone Fuck I learned that the performers preferred being directed rather 
than having to improvise or bring out too much of their own experiences in 
the performance. They saw their participation in the project as acting rather 
than as documentary portraying. Thus, the shooting of and performance in 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography raise questions about its 
heterogeneous generic nature where documentary, narrative, educational and 
experimental features interweave, as Mia Engberg’s formulation in the 
opening of this chapter also echoes. These questions will be returned to later 
on in this chapter. 

For the shooting of Phone Fuck I found it important that only I and the 
performers would be present in order to make possible a close collaboration 
and ongoing dialogue about the process without stress. In queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography, concerns about safety and consent in regard to shooting 
sex scenes also include discussions about safer sex. For instance, at a panel 
at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in 2010 the artist, sex worker and activist Sadie 
Lune stressed the importance of providing lube, gloves, condoms and other 
safer sex products during the shooting.32 In several interviews, Marit Östberg 
underscores that she has learned that it is important to be aware of and re-
duce stress factors, for instance by taking many breaks and providing plenty 

                                                        
28 Johnston, 1999, 39. See also Michelle Citron, “Women’s Film Production: Going Main-
stream,” in Female Spectators, Looking At Film and Television, ed. Deidre Pribram (London, 
New York: Verso, 1988), 54. 
29 Other examples of cancelled productions in this film culture include a film shot by Emilie 
Jouvet in Berlin 2008 and a Danish project called Female Fist. 
30 See Bitch & Butch (Mia Engberg, 2003). 
31 Interview with Emilie Jouvet, Berlin, 2008-10-25. 
32 Panel “Mother Fucker,” Pornfilmfestival Berlin, 2010-10-31.  
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of food.33 In her case she has also chosen to cross boundaries between direc-
tor and performer by performing in her own Dirty Diaries film Authority as 
well as in productions by Emilie Jouvet and Cheryl Dunye. In the case of 
Selma & Sofie it was also suggested that the all-female team would provide 
safe conditions for the performers.34 Questions about whom the sexual 
performance is addressed to are, in some cases, also raised in relation to the 
distribution of the film.35 In our interview in Berlin 2008 Emilie Jouvet told 
me that she and the performers in One Night Stand made an agreement that 
the film would only be shown in queer, feminist and lesbian spaces.36 The 
Dirty Diaries contract approving of the film’s exhibition in all media and 
territories resulted in my case that one performer who was interested in par-
ticipating in the project chose not to.   

As these examples demonstrate, a number of different production and dis-
tribution practices and strategies are proposed, discussed and circulated in 
queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture. Similarly to how the founda-
tional principles in Dirty Diaries were safety and consent, at a workshop on 
feminist pornography held by the sex worker and activist Audacia Ray in 
Berlin 2008, it was suggested that feminist porn could be defined by the 
same principles that guide practices of BDSM: safe, sane and consensual.37 
Thus, while the production of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography in-
cludes a variety of practices and strategies, the figure of safe space is central 
throughout all of these. As will be discussed below, films often stylistically 
emphasize these principles of safety and consent by including interviews or 
behind-the-scenes material where performers reflect over their participation 
in the film. 

Sexual consciousness-raising on and off stage  

Dirty Diaries is a project where women make their own short erotic films. 
The purpose is to make feminist and queer erotica as an alternative to the 
mainstream porn. We believe it is possible to make sexy films with a female 
perspective and high artistic quality. The need for a change unites us, but 
every short film in Dirty Diaries is unique. 

                                                        
33 Interviews with Marit Östberg, for instance, 2008-10-22 and 2009-10-24. 
34 See Bitch & Butch (Mia Engberg, 2003).  
35 A Danish project called Female Fist that ended up being cancelled considered separatism 
throughout the distribution. See Female Fist (Kajsa Dahlberg, 2006) where one of the orga-
nizers of the project is interviewed. The London-based queer Klub Fukk produced films for 
exhibition only within the space of the club. See Ingo & The Fukk Crew X, “Klub Fukk – The 
End,” http://woteverworld.com/2010/11/klub-fukk-the-end/ (accessed 2011-11-17). 
36 Interview with Emilie Jouvet, Berlin 2008-10-25. See Ingrid Ryberg, “Tips från por-
nografen,” FLM: En kulturtidskrift om film, 5 (2009), 16-17. 
37 Workshop “What does feminist porn look like,” Pornfilmfestival Berlin, 2008-10-25.  
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There will be vanilla-sex and hard core, lesbian love, trans porn and 
straight fucking. Poetry and filth and animations even. We make films that 
emerge from our own sexuality and creativity. The rules are simple; no one 
should be harmed and everyone must be older than 18. Otherwise, you’re free 
to do exactly what you want. The creators are artists, film-makers, amateurs, 
queer-activists, straight, gay, trans, bi, and one or two queens who identify as 
women. Sexuality is diverse. 

Do you want to make a film yourself? Contact us! 
No technical skills are required. The films are made with a mobile tele-

phone camera provided by us. 
Let’s come together and make creative porn on our own terms. Let’s em-

power ourselves and change the view of sexuality and gender. It’s a revolution 
and it starts NOW!38 

 
In this call for participants from the first Dirty Diaries website the project is 
described in terms of activist struggles for change and for alternatives to 
mainstream porn. Empowerment here is paralleled with “[coming] together” 
and with “[changing] the view on sexuality and gender.” As such it echoes 
de Lauretis’ notion of the twofold pull between affirmation – in the sense of 
collective and supportive coming together in a group – and critique – in the 
sense of aiming at “revolution” and change in dominant notions of gender 
and sexuality. The call, furthermore, evokes second wave feminism’s focus 
on sexual pleasure and on collective consciousness-raising around this topic. 
As an activist strategy aiming both at critical awareness and analysis and at 
encouraging new forms of knowing and being based on women’s own expe-
riences, consciousness-raising also embodies the pull between affirmation 
and critique.39 In her account of the many different conceptualizations of 
sexuality in American second wave feminism, Jane Gerhard points out that 
before what came to be defined as radical feminism had fractured into dif-
ferent interests, groups and sexual agendas towards the end of the 1970s, 
sexual pleasure was framed as the key to liberation and became synonymous 
with empowerment and self-determination.40 Gerhard argues that the im-
pulses to both anti-porn critique and sex radicalism coexisted in radical femi-
nism in the late 1960s and early 1970s and “resulted in a productive moment 
of activism” where sexual pleasure was claimed as every woman’s right.41 
Similarly, and also resonating with the Dirty Diaries call for participants, 

                                                        
38 Dirty Diaries website, www.dirtydiaries.se (accessed 2008-06-09). 
39 Gerhard, 101; Sowards and Renegar, 2004, 535f. 
40 Gerhard, 2, 4, 6. Radical feminism refers to the analysis of women’s oppression in terms of 
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such as Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics and Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex: The 
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and lesbian feminism in the 1970s, but also how Swedish feminism, unlike these texts, in-
sisted on socialism. 
41 Gerhard, 153.  
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pants, Lynn Comella discusses the NOW Conference on Female Sexuality in 
New York City in 1973 as a pivotal moment in creating “a public space for 
women to come together and talk openly about their sexuality at a time when 
women had few opportunities to do so [my emphasis].”42 She quotes one of 
the conference organizers who at the time described it as a “marathon con-
sciousness-raising experience.”43 Gerhard, as well as Jane Juffer, also discuss 
the importance of the discursive space opened up by second wave feminist 
literature explicitly engaging with and politicizing sexuality and women’s 
pleasure, such as Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), Germaine 
Greer’s The Female Eunuch (1970), Nancy Friday’s My Secret Garden 
(1973), Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying (1973) and Rita Mae Brown’s Rubyfruit 
Jungle (1973).44 One of the most influential examples of this activism based 
on consciousness-raising in small groups as well as on the public sharing and 
circulation of new knowledge, is the Boston Women’s Health Collective 
classic Our Bodies, Ourselves.45 Describing their sense of empowerment 
through their coming together, sharing of experiences and learning about 
their bodies and sexualities on their own terms, the collective write: 

[W]e have felt exhilarated and energized by our new knowledge. Finding out 
about our bodies and our bodies’ needs, starting to take control over that area 
of our life, has released for us an energy that has overflowed into our work, 
our friendships, our relationships with men and women, for some of us our 
marriages and our parenthood.46 [---] 

For us, body education is core education. Our bodies are the physical bases 
from which we move out into the world; ignorance, uncertainty – even, at 
worst, shame – about our physical selves create in us an alienation from our-
selves that keeps us from being the whole people that we could be. 47 [---] 

As we managed to be more trusting with each other we found that talking 
about ourselves and our sexuality can be very liberating. […]  

[W]ith each other’s support, we have become more accepting of our sexu-
ality, and we have begun to explore aspects of ourselves that we hadn’t 
thought much about before. [---]  

We are learning to define our sexuality in our own terms. [---]  
Our sexuality is complex because it involves physical, psychological, emo-

tional, and political factors.48 
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The Dirty Diaries call for participants echoes this articulation of the impor-
tance of “learning to define our sexuality on our own terms [my emphasis].” 
Even more evidently, Our Bodies, Ourselves’ articulation of the empowering 
experience of sharing thoughts and feelings with other women in the context 
of a supportive group, but also publicly, is invoked in the case of The Queer 
X Show. During the summer of 2009 a group of seven American and Euro-
pean women toured throughout Europe in a mini-van.49 Making stops in Ber-
lin, Paris, Copenhagen, Stockholm and other cities, they put up their bur-
lesque performance The Queer X Show and spent time together with local 
queer, feminist and lesbian communities. The tour was documented by the 
filmmaker Emilie Jouvet and resulted in two films, Too Much Pussy: Femi-
nist Sluts in the Queer X Show (2010) and Much More Pussy (2010). I at-
tended the show when they performed in Stockholm during the Pride Festi-
val in 2009. I also followed the blog they wrote throughout the tour.50 On 3 
August 2009 performance artist and dancer Mad Kate posted an entry where 
she described feelings of joy, gratitude and safety in being part of this col-
laboration: “I got the sense that I was entering a space in which I could share 
my mistakes and bad ideas with women who honestly wanted to help me 
make a better show.”51 In a vein echoing Our Bodies, Ourselves, she contin-
ues:  

What I appreciate most about this tour so far is the privilege and comfort of 
being surrounded by incredibly wonderful queer women; our ability to have 
these amazing conversations and not to feel like any of my opinions or feel-
ings are wrong or illegitimate. [---] 

I am familiar with a school of thought that believes sexual desire is super-
fluous, that these are the things that can and should be repressed and reconsid-
ered, or that sexual freedom is luxury or even childish. But I can’t agree; free-
dom to express one’s self sexually is tied into every freedom of expression of 
the body, from speech to basic needs like eating and sleeping. When we don’t 
have the rope around us we suddenly realize just how much easier we can 
breathe.52 

 
In her blog entry, Mad Kate also describes how the participants in the show, 
at an early stage of the tour, examine their cervixes together: “Already a 
level of comfort established between us; a clear message also about the type 
of women that we would be together – open, sexual, naked, raw, unafraid.”53 
In The Queer X Show the practice of cervix examination was also performed 
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on stage by the sex educator and performer Sadie Lune. As Gerhard points 
out, the discourse on sexual pleasure as the key to liberation in second wave 
feminism involved a new perspective on women’s bodies and sexual organs, 
not least the clitoris, which was regarded as a “distinctively feminist body 
part” and came to signify authenticity and liberation.54 Women’s sexual or-
gans, including clitoris and cervix and menstruation and masturbation were 
celebrated in consciousness-raising groups and literature, as well as in the 
artwork of Judy Chicago and the films of Barbara Hammer and Anne Sever-
son.55 Within this discourse and not least through the worldwide circulation 
of Our Bodies, Ourselves, women were encouraged to learn more about their 
sexual organs. Self-examination with speculum and hand-mirror and genital 
self-portraiture were practiced as feminist methods for heightening women’s 
sense of autonomy and control over their bodies.56 The practice of cervix 
examination would later be made famous in Annie Sprinkle’s “Public Cervix 
Announcements” in the 1990s, where she invited members of the audience 
to her show Post Porn Modernist to look at her cervix through a speculum.57 
In the case of The Queer X Show, explicit reference was made to 1980s sex 
radicals such as Sprinkle as well as Candida Royalle and Carol Queen. How-
ever, both Sprinkle and The Queer X Show belong to the longer legacy of 
sexual consciousness-raising both on and off stage.58  
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The Queer X Show tour. Photograph by Mad Kate. Courtesy of the artist. 

Reading Dirty Diaries and The Queer X Show in relation to Our Bodies, 
Ourselves disrupts conceptualizations of the queer, feminist and lesbian past 
as a matter of displacement and generational conflict. The emphasis on sex-
ual self-determination and pleasure, on coming together in supportive groups 
as well as sharing intimate experience and knowledge in public (through 
books, films, performances and blogs) ties contemporary queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography to second wave feminism.59 Nevertheless, insistence on 
and celebration of female sexual pleasure in second wave feminism was not 
without contest. The legacy of sexual consciousness-raising is not a unified 
but a conflicting and multi-layered one. Gerhard points out that while the 
conceptualization of sexual pleasure as a key to liberation united women in 
the early 1970s it also led to the intense debates that would be called the Sex 
Wars.60 If the women’s movement, as de Lauretis argues, is made up by both 
affirmation and critique, critique has also taken the shape of conflicts be-
tween feminists. Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography embodies these 
conflicts as they have been played out in debates about sexuality and por-
nography.  
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Politicizing pornography  

In the search for a lady machismo the rules are simple; pin her on her back for 
ten seconds and triumph. Methods are free, only limited to your own compas-
sion.  

But like in relationships, even simple rules means different things for dif-
ferent players, and for every fight or relation, the rules are made up in the 
playing. The game becomes the construction and deconstruction of conven-
tion, striving to stay on top causing as little hurt as possible, for you and your 
opponent or partner. 

However, this is not a tragedy nor drama. This is a violent yet tender com-
edy of five women finding the limit of their own empathy, pain and physical 
strength. It is a futile sadomasochistic venture that leaves us in a burlesque 
dance of willpower, enticing us to explore the macho violence within female 
sexuality. Do we really want to win the game? What are we actually fighting 
for?61 

 
In the Dirty Diaries short On Your Back Woman!, made anonymously under 
the pseudonym Wolf Madame, five women wrestle in pairs in different bed-
rooms. The action is in slow motion, focusing on the movements and emo-
tions of the game. Both the short and its presentation in the Dirty Diaries 
DVD booklet thematize power struggles between women. I propose a read-
ing of the film as an illustration of the internal tensions and fights that char-
acterize queer, feminist and lesbian activism and history. In this presentation 
the notions of compassion, empathy and aiming at causing as little hurt as 
possible, all evoke questions about how the interpretive community of queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography as, in Lynne Pearce’s words, a “site of 
struggle,” may still be safe for its players.62 Gerhard contends that the second 
wave feminist construction of pleasure as the common goal for women’s 
liberation both brought women together and became the seed of much con-
flict and debate. Discussions about differences between women complicated 
the notion of one common goal for all women’s liberation. As Gerhard 
points out, the subject of the radical feminist fight for sexual freedom was 
largely constructed as “white, university educated and middle-class,” but still 
as “representative of all women.”63 In anthologies such as This Bridge Called 
my Back (1981) and All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But 
Some of Us Are Brave (1982) and in bell hooks’ Ain’t I a Woman (1981), 
black feminists insisted on discussing the fight for the right to sexual pleas-
ure also in relation to “a history of sexual exploitation and violently racist 
denial of [black women’s] privacy and bodily integrity.”64 In her account 
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Gerhard contends that third wave feminism grew out of “minority feminists’ 
critiques of white feminism” and “understand[s] that identity is forged 
through competing identifications, and thus […] embrace contradiction [em-
phasis in original].”65  

 
On Your Back Woman! (Wolf Madame, 2009). Courtesy of the filmmaker. 

Importantly, however, while aiming precisely at diversity and at 
representations emanating from many different filmmakers, Dirty Diaries 
was also critiqued for lacking variation of bodies represented in the film. In 
an article about Dirty Diaries in the Swedish queer feminist cultural 
magazine FUL, Nasim Aghili finds that: “If the majority of the bodies and 
stories in the collection depict young, blonde, chalk white, alert bodies in 
normative positions, feminist knowledge has been lost along the way.”66 In 
Mia Engberg’s response to this critique in the same article, she reflects on 
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the difficulties in actualizing the aim at diversity, for instance in regard to 
age, and especially within the frames of a one-year production process: 

It was very difficult to find someone from another generation who wanted to 
participate, both as performers and directors. It turned out a rather small ho-
mogeneous group where the majority knew each other. I am 38 and I am 
probably the oldest. So it is people who go to Mejan and Konstfack [art col-
leges in Stockholm] and people who write. A kind of young, queer feminist, 
urban, white group one could say. Who is about 25-30.67    

 
This discussion reiterates questions about social differences between women 
raised in second wave feminism. Thus, if the ongoing concern with sexual 
consciousness-raising disrupts understandings of the queer, feminist and 
lesbian past in terms of a clear-cut and linear development from one genera-
tion to the next, the debate about who Dirty Diaries represents similarly 
illustrates that the concern with differences is also ongoing, rather than obso-
lete or solved in third wave feminism. In her discussion Hemmings warns 
precisely that a decade-specific conceptualization of the feminist past risks 
marginalizing “racial and sexual critique of feminism” as “a necessary but 
temporary stage in the movement towards a more generalized notion of dif-
ference.”68 Hence, despite ongoing discussions at the Dirty Diaries meetings 
about diversity and about who the project should represent, the film also 
testifies to the need for continued critical awareness and development of 
specific strategies for representing other than “young, blonde, chalk white, 
alert bodies.”69    

As one of the few films in the collection representing both black and 
white bodies of different sizes, On Your Back Woman! also raises questions 
about differences and about how, as it is put in the DVD booklet, “rules 
means different things for different players.” These questions also apply to 
how the individual shorts in the Dirty Diaries collection all interpret and 
express the concept of feminist pornography differently. This implies that 
the different shorts reiterate the queer, feminist and lesbian past in different 
ways. Yet, they all manifest the tension between affirmation and critique that 
de Lauretis defines as characteristic of the women’s movement, including 
women’s film. Dirty Diaries is a distinct example of how queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography incorporates heterogeneous political and aesthetic lega-
cies. Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography builds on second wave femi-
nism’s emphasis on sexual pleasure and self-determination, but the conflicts 
that this led to are likewise formative of this film culture, especially as it 
emerged at the peak of the Sex Wars. On Your Back Woman! evokes this 
history and these struggles, not least in its resonance with the magazine titles 
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Off Our Backs and On Our Backs, as they represent anti-porn and sex radical 
positions respectively.70 In Freeman’s terms, On Your Back Woman!, as well 
as the other shorts in Dirty Diaries, “[register] on their very surface” both 
the legacy of sexual consciousness-raising and the legacy of the Sex Wars.71 
 

Legacies of Sex Wars  
Marit Östberg’s Dirty Diaries film Authority further explores violent power 
struggles between women. The film features lesbian BDSM role-play be-
tween a graffiti artist and a policewoman. The “graffiti girl” gets caught by 
the policewoman in a restricted area where she is spraying something on the 
wall. After a chase scene into a deserted building the graffiti girl overpowers 
the policewoman and ties her to a chair. She kicks the chair with the police-
woman on it until it falls. Then, after a while, she lifts the chair up again and 
unties the ropes. Now, the policewoman chooses to stay and allows the 
power play to continue. “In Authority sex is a dirty game, it’s a threat, a 
promise. It’s to be inside the limits of another person,” Marit Östberg writes 
in the DVD booklet.72 Authority was the second film Marit Östberg made for 
Dirty Diaries, after one of the performers from the first film she made, Uni-
form (2008), withdrew her participation. Uniform had a similar story to 
Authority but featured four performers, two controllers and two fare dodgers 
in the Stockholm subway. After a short chase scene the two controllers are 
overpowered and dominated by the other two women in two sex scenes set 
in a deserted train track area. One of the controller women is tied with her 
hands behind her back and placed over a low street lamp. The other woman 
penetrates her anally wearing red skin gloves, occasionally forcing her fin-
gers into the woman’s mouth and pulling her hair. At our third Dirty Diaries 
meeting in December 2008, also in Mia Engberg’s workspace, we watch and 
discuss the film and Mia Engberg, considering the film in relation to notions 
of female sexuality as inherently softer, says that:  

I’m very happy to have this kind of hard stuff in the compilation … because I 
think it's a problem that… lesbian erotica and also feminist erotica… always 
have to be soft and I think that’s one of the … oppressions or prejudice … 
against female sexuality that it has to be so soft and it always has to involve 
love and falling in love … I’m very proud to present this piece.73 

 
Marit Östberg’s two shorts produced for Dirty Diaries and the discussion at 
this meeting evoke the extensive sexuality debates between feminists associ-
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ated with the Sex Wars. Mia Engberg’s critique of notions of female sexual-
ity as “soft” echoes the sex radical critique of a construction of female sexu-
ality as non-violent in cultural feminism.74 This critique was also articulated 
in the paper On Our Backs and in the emergence of commercially available 
lesbian sex videos through companies with names such as Blush Entertain-
ment, Tigress Productions, Lavender Blue Productions and Fatale Media in 
the early 1980s. As pointed out by a number of scholars, On Our Backs (run 
by the same women as Fatale Media), was an obvious response to the femi-
nist anti-porn paper Off Our Backs.75 Dirty Diaries and the discussions about 
Marit Östberg’s films illustrate how queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
articulates what has been described as wars between feminists over the 
meanings of sexual representations.  

In 1979 B. Ruby Rich observed that, over a decade after Carolee Schnee-
mann’s autobiographical sexual exploration in Fuses (1965) and with the 
exception of lesbian films by Jan Oxenberg and Barbara Hammer, “an im-
passe over the whole issue of sexuality seems to prevail” in women’s films.76 
She commented on how “some women have begun to feel that such a coun-
terthrust does not substantially alter the problem, and that even control of 
one’s own image does not necessarily influence the perception of its nudity 
or sexual meaning.”77 When I interviewed Barbara Hammer in Stockholm in 
June 2010 I brought up this observation and asked her about the reception of 
her sexually explicit lesbian films. She answered that her films have always 
caused debates among women.78 Once when she was screening her film Su-
perdyke at a women’s center someone wrote “fascist” on the poster.79 She 
said that these debates regarded both the nudity in her films as well as her 
experimental style. Rather than belonging to a supportive community of 
feminist filmmakers, Hammer contended that she has mostly worked alone 
and that she sees herself as a “lesbian maverick.”80 Similarly, in her account 
of avant-garde women filmmakers, Lauren Rabinovitz comments on how 
Fuses was excluded from the First International Festival of Women’s Films 
and on how Schneemann’s “self-proclaimed interest in creating ‘sensory 
arenas’ and her detailed, graphic depiction of various sexual acts seemed to 
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keep her outside of critical discourse and practice being built-up around 
groups of feminist filmmakers in the early 1970s.”81 These examples indicate 
that the opening up of public space for consciousness-raising around sexual-
ity in second wave feminism was not without debate and controversy, and 
that the feminist (film) movement did not always provide a supportive and 
affirmative space. In a conversation between Comella and the sex educator 
and activist Carol Queen they also comment on how some women in protest 
walked out from sex educator Betty Dodson’s explicit vulva slide show at 
the NOW conference in 1973.82  

In their respective accounts of US anti-porn feminism, Gerhard and Caro-
lyn Bronstein describe how the second wave feminist movement increas-
ingly came to focus on questions of sexual exploitation, danger and vio-
lence.83 Over the course of the 1970s and through publications such as the 
paper Off Our Backs, Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will: Men, Women, 
and Rape (1975), the anthology Take Back the Night: Women on Pornogra-
phy and Andrea Dworkin’s Pornography: Men Possessing Women, and or-
ganizations such as WAVAW (Women Against Violence Against Women, 
formed in 1976), the radical feminist critique of sexual liberation and sexist 
media representations grew into a critique of pornography more specifically, 
as naturalizing male domination and violence against women.84 Interrelated 
with anti-porn feminism was the development of cultural feminism as a di-
rection in second wave feminism focusing on women’s difference from men 
and not least on female sexuality as radically different from male sexuality.85 
According to Gerhard, this lead to “a new sexual prescription,” where 
“[t]ruly feminist sex was antiphallic, antirole-playing, and fundamentally 
egalitarian.”86 Women’s sexual freedom was defined as “freedom from vio-
lent male sexuality.”87 Critique of violent male sexuality also came to be 
directed at lesbian sexual subcultures engaged in S/M, dildo penetration and 
butch-femme roles.88 By the time of the famous Barnard Conference on 
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Women and Sexuality in 1982 these conflicts were brought into the open. 
Anti-porn feminists accused the conference organizers, who aimed at dis-
cussing sexuality both in terms of “pleasure and danger,” for promoting anti-
feminist practices.89 In their chronicle of the Sex Wars, Lisa Duggan and Nan 
D. Hunter write: “We were ultimately shocked to find ourselves defending 
our activist communities – of sex workers, of butch-fem dykes, of lesbian 
sadomasochists – against political attacks, launched by feminists [emphasis 
in original].”90 Gerhard comments on how Dorothy Allison from the group 
the Lesbian Sex Mafia in her conference workshop paper strategically 
adopted anti-porn concepts of danger and safety in addressing the “repres-
sion of difference within feminism:”91 

Even within the community of my friends and lovers, I have never felt safe. I 
have never been safe and that is only partly because everyone else is as fearful 
as I am. None of us is safe, because we have never made each other safe… 
We have addressed violence and exploitation and heterosexual assumption 
without establishing first the understanding that for each of us desire is unique 
and necessary and simply terrifying.92 

 
It was in this heated debate climate that the paper On Our Backs and the 
companies Femme Productions, Tigress Productions and Fatale Media were 
established a few years after the Barnard Conference. Hence, discussions 
about these productions also testify to the tensions that they emerged from, 
tensions that arise from the pull between affirmation and critique, pleasure 
and danger, safety and threat. Femme Productions was established by Can-
dida Royalle and a number of other female porn actresses such as Annie 
Sprinkle.93 Carol Queen finds that the company “while a reaction to anti-porn 
feminist rhetoric, was also an attempt, on a really feminist level, to take the 
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means of production and put it into the hands of women.”94 Invoking the 
tension between affirmation and critique, she clarifies: 

So those women had a role in the industry that was being heavily critiqued by 
other feminists and had both their own role to continue and maybe to rehabili-
tate, depending on how they thought about it; they also knew that they had a 
perspective they could bring because they were already familiar with the con-
ventions of porn.95 

 
Lesbian pornography, according to Queen, while also produced by some 
women with background in the porn industry, came out more as do-it-
yourself productions and as critique of anti-porn feminism.96 In these produc-
tions the tension between affirmation and critique is also played out. For 
instance, the Fatale Media production Suburban Dykes from 1990 opens 
with a declaration echoing the second wave feminist emphasis on sexual 
self-determination, pleasure and consciousness-raising: 

Since 1984, Fatale’s production of lesbian erotic videos provides a hitherto 
absent service for the lesbian community. As women and as homosexuals, 
lesbians deserve to have available to them quality sexual entertainment mate-
rials. 

These materials reflect the feminist right for control over our bodies, 
thereby promoting female sexual autonomy. Fatale is part of the socio-sexual 
movement fostering healthy sexual expression, and of women beginning to 
create erotic materials for ourselves.97 

 
In the film, a lesbian couple in a suburban house with a jacuzzi contact a 
lesbian escort service through an add in On Our Backs. The butch who visits 
them educates these women in questions both about butch identity and dildos 
and about safer sex. As such, the film articulates a sex radical emphasis on 
sexuality not defined by radical feminist notions of antiphallic sex.98 In the 
small amount of research on lesbian pornography it has been discussed as a 
critique both of anti-porn and cultural feminism and of mainstream pornog-
raphy.99 It has been discussed as directly addressing anti-porn and radical 
feminist conceptualizations of female sexuality in its explicit representations 
of lesbian sex practices such as S/M, butch/femme role-play and dildo pene-
tration.100 In 1992 Terralee Bensinger, for instance, critically discussed the 
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98 See also Williams, 1993, 254-25. 
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notion of a unified feminist community promoted by cultural feminism 
where lesbians had to downplay their sexuality to fit in the movement.101 She 
found that “there is a local urgency inside the lesbian community to re-invest 
a presently sanitized sexuality and to reconsider pornography while changing 
the setting of the debates altogether.”102 In 1996 Mary T. Conway similarly 
problematized US cultural feminism’s arguing away of the vaginal orgasm 
and the penis in favor of clitoral orgasm. She found that “denying penetra-
tion was equated with a denial of phallic power.”103 In Safe Is Desire (Fatale 
Media, 1993) Conway saw a different understanding of the dildo and pene-
tration, where “instead of the woman being perpetually available to the man, 
the dildo, newly independent of a male body and its time-bound logic, is 
perpetually available to the lesbian.”104 In this vein and arguing with both 
anti-porn feminism and mainstream porn, Cherry Smyth, in 1990, stated that:  

It is the ‘butch/top’s’ aim in lesbian sex to give the ‘femme/bottom’ complete 
satisfaction, while the penis is often the only satisfied genital in heterosexual 
porn, made explicit by the come shot. In lesbian porn the presence of the dildo 
can subvert the potency of the penis by reasserting women’s sexual suffi-
ciency and proving that the woman lover is more powerful than the male ri-
val.105  

 
The legacy of the Sex Wars and debates about “anti-feminist sex practices” 
is played out in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography’s representations of 
BDSM, penetration, fisting and butch and trans characters. This legacy is 
echoed in the presentation of Wolf Madame’s On Your Back Woman! as an 
exploration of “the macho violence within female sexuality,” as well as in 
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Marit Östberg’s films Authority and Uniform. Similarly invoking sex radical 
critique of anti-porn and cultural feminist notions of female sexuality, the 
female-to-male trans man Kael, in the opening interviews with the perform-
ers in Emilie Jouvet’s film One Night Stand (2006), reflects over his 
participation in the project:  

I was pleased to be there with my transsexual body, its physical reality and to 
show female ejaculation. I’m quite proud. I’m glad there is fist fucking and a 
bit of power relation. I support this project, making a lesbian film. It was 
something the lesbian community was lacking. There are not only men, 
women, heterosexuals and gays – there are also trannies. The queer commu-
nity is much more diverse, and I wanted to represent the trannies. 

 
The highlighting of female ejaculation in this interview also resonates with 
how this feature, since the Fatale Media production Clips (1988) has become 
part of the repertoire of how to represent orgasms in queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography.106 This common feature challenges Linda Williams’ 
discussions about the invisibility of female sexual pleasure and the dilemma 
this faces porn filmmakers with.107 In her analysis of the videos of the pro-
duction company SIR Video, Ragan Rhyne argues that lesbian porn appro-
priates “conventions like the money shot, the meat shot, and the narrative 
format of mainstream porn, vacating these codes of their phallocentric lan-
guage and reclaiming them for lesbian sexuality.”108 These features differ 
from representations produced in heterosexual women’s pornography from 
Candida Royalle and onwards. As early as 1993 Eithne Johnson noticed how 
lesbian pornography focuses more explicitly on genitals and orgasm than the 
films of Royalle.109 She contended that “[s]ince these movies are made by 
and for lesbians, their production strategies do not need to resolve the 
genre’s problem of portraying both male and female sexual narratives.”110 
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Hence, within the category queer, feminist and lesbian pornography different 
and sometimes contradictory visual features and strategies intertwine, not 
least in regard to genital display. Again I want to highlight how this political 
and aesthetic heterogeneity emanates from the tension between affirmation 
and critique.  

Re-vision of porn and sexpert tradition  

Porn is not just the naked act of fucking. Sadly enough this rarely holds true in 
what can be labeled pornography today. The overemphasizing in close-ups on 
genitals, usually female, and the excessive focus on male ejaculation as the 
fanfare of sexual intimacy is the signature of almost all pornographic produce 
today. Fantasy and sensualism has had to take the backseat leaving little but 
no room for the very imagination, which has the power to arouse and transport 
both body and soul into total bliss. Through our sexual fantasies, through that 
which lies hidden within can we better understand what turns us on. Red Like 
Cherry elaborates on detail, not for the sake of detail, but as a tension-builder 
and carrier of desire and want.  

Sometimes what you don’t see is better for getting-off than what you 
see.111  

 
Tora Mårtens’ film Red Like Cherry in the Dirty Diaries collection is an 
experimental collage of a sexual meeting between a man and a woman. Edit-
ing together footage from a beach, a shower and a bed it superimposes 
glimpses of bodies, sand, water and sheets accompanied by a soundtrack of 
breathing and moaning. The film echoes Schneemann’s Fuses and raises 
questions about what Laura U. Marks calls “video erotics,” as will be dis-
cussed more in chapter 6. In her statement in the Dirty Diaries DVD booklet, 
Mårtens positions her film in opposition to porn conventions such as close-
ups on female genitals and male ejaculation. As such Red Like Cherry reac-
tivates a discussion about what Williams calls “feminine re-vision” of porn, 
for instance in the work of Candida Royalle.112 This discussion is also char-
acterized by a tension between affirmation of women’s sexuality and critique 
of the phallicism of pornography.   

Williams’ feminist critique of porn consists in pointing out the phallocen-
trism that the pornographic will to knowledge builds on. In her view, hard-
core pornography is not phallic only because it shows penises, but because it 
presumes to possess the truth about sex, through a focus on what is assumed 
to be visible and measurable proof of pleasure.113 Therefore, she argues, a 
challenge to this model cannot be performed by way of including more im-
agery of women’s genitals while discarding the penis. The solution is not 
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simply to replace the penis with the vulva.114 Williams calls for a more thor-
ough reconsideration of the pornographic narrative and questions display of 
female genital pleasure in accordance with the principle of maximum visibil-
ity. Rather than setting up an alternative organ for fetishistic worship, the 
goal should be “to dismantle the hierarchy of norm and deviation and so 
create a plurality of pleasures accepting of difference.”115 Williams opposes 
the notion of revision with a notion of re-vision, where the former as a modi-
fication or cleaned up act simply adds and subtracts images and organs (ex-
changing penises with vulvas), and the latter more deeply involves a change 
in narrative from an “entirely different, woman’s point of view.”116 In con-
trast to an exclusive focus on visual evidence of organ pleasure alone, she 
foregrounds scenes in Candida Royalle’s films in which actors perform 
“pleasurably” for each other, where the heterosexual number does not neces-
sarily have the sole goal that the male organ should perform, and where 
“[f]oreplay, afterplay and all the possible measuring distinctions of stages, 
amounts of arousal, and degrees of intensity blur.”117 She furthermore sug-
gests that through such re-vision porn for women might function as a form of 
“education of desire” and “sexual self-discovery,” “for a group that tradi-
tionally has lacked, as Jessica Benjamin puts it, ‘a desire of one’s own’.”118 
She finds that Royalle’s films illustrate Benjamin’s contention that women’s 
sexual subjectivity requires “a self-discovery associated with discovering 
one’s inside – an inside that can only be known, however, through a trajec-
tory that also takes one to the exciting outside.”119 Hence, Williams proposes 
a model of feminist pornography based both on critique of maximum visibil-
ity and on affirmation of women’s sexual self-discovery.  

In her talk at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in 2009, and with reference to 
Nancy Friday, Candida Royalle herself contends that when Femme Produc-
tions was started the aim was to focus on female sexual pleasure and fanta-
sies:  

I wanted to give women permission to explore their sexuality, to get comfort-
able with it, to delight in it, celebrate it and movies that they could feel good 
about their sexuality in watching… And I chose to make it explicit because I 
think that explicit sex and our genitals are part of sex and when you don’t 
show it, in a way you’re saying ‘oh it’s all beautiful and lovely – except for 
that’… and I didn’t want to perpetuate that. I wanted to create a new vision.120 
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In her films Royalle therefore has developed specific principles for altering 
porn conventions seen as marginalizing women’s pleasure, such as the male 
come shot. Similar questions about how to emphasize female pleasure and 
fantasies are brought up in British filmmaker Petra Joy’s “porn from a fe-
male perspective,” evident in her statement that:  

The focus of my erotic films is female pleasure. I would like to empower the 
women who appear and who view my films to experience their own personal 
pleasures away from the stereotypes of female sexuality in mainstream porn. 
Most porn is done by men for men, expressing male desires. No wonder these 
films do not turn women on. I feel the need to create an alternative to the 
flood of images that reduce women to their genitals.121 

 
In her films Joy has chosen to avoid porn conventions, such as “forced fella-
tio, extreme anal sex and cum shot into the woman’s face.”122 In affirming a 
female perspective on sexuality, Joy, as well as Anna Span, also a British 
feminist porn filmmaker, forwards the need to cast “attractive” and “good 
looking” men as objects for the female audience’s gaze.123 Similarly, an on-
going discussion within Dirty Diaries concerned the possibility to objectify 
and sexualize the male body instead of again placing women’s bodies in the 
focus of the gaze.124 At one point Mia Engberg even sent out an email explic-
itly requesting heterosexual films: 

We still have a lack in hetero-stories! I want to see at least some real cocks in 
our collection. Or am I just old-fashioned? Or is it impossible to make femi-
nist hetero-porn? I don’t want to believe that. So hereby I send out a request: 
Do you know anyone who can make a hetero-contribution to Dirty Diaries? 
Or do you want to make one? Get back to me immediately because it is ur-
gent.125  

 
In the end Mia Engberg felt content about the balance between heterosexual 
and lesbian shorts in the collection.126 One film answering this call was Elin 
Magnusson’s film Skin, featuring a heterosexual couple who slowly releases 
each other’s bodies from an extra layer of “skin” made out of body stock-
ings. In Jennifer Rainsford’s For the Liberation of Men an old woman fanta-
sizes about three young masturbating men wearing wigs and lace tights. The 
camera closely follows the contours of their legs and crotches. With Johnson 
these films can be read as engaged in “resolving” problems of “male and 
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female sexual narratives.”127 As suggested above, films from lesbian compa-
nies such as Fatale Media and SIR Video rather engage in “resolving” prob-
lems of lesbian invisibility in cultural and anti-porn feminism as well as in 
culture at large. Importantly, therefore, lesbian pornography’s visual strate-
gies relate not only to porn conventions of maximum visibility. I propose 
that these varying strategies also arise from the “sexpert” tradition that grew 
out of second wave feminism’s insistence on sexual pleasure, empowerment 
and consciousness-raising and therefore also complicate accounts of hetero-
sexual women’s and lesbian pornography as separate categories.128 

In an article on sexual self-help advice for women, Johnson argues that 
community-based sexpert advice by, for instance, Carol Queen, Betty Dod-
son and Annie Sprinkle, should be distinguished from clinical sex instruction 
videos and pornography.129 She highlights how female genital display and 
female masturbation in these films result in “counteraestethic signifying 
practices” that can be traced through “feminist health care documentaries, 
women’s experimental films, and female masturbation films.”130 In contrast 
to the “analytic exhibitionism” in professional sex instruction videos, “the 
reflexive exhibitionism” in sexpert videos “works to integrate the interior 
and exterior genitals into a synthetically unified body image.”131  

The notion of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as education, also 
forwarded by Williams, as well as by Heather Butler in her account of what 
she prefers to call dyke porn, ties in with second-wave consciousness-raising 
and knowledge production emanating from women’s own experiences.132 It 
also often regards questions of safer sex education, as attention to risks and 
exposure to sexually transmitted diseases was heightened during the 1980s 
AIDS epidemic.133 Fatale Media films such as Suburban Dykes (1990) and 
Safe is Desire (1993) explicitly address lesbians’ exposure to HIV and 
gloves, condoms and dental dams feature prominently in these and other 
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films.134 The tradition of safer sex education is evident also in Dirty Diaries 
through the inclusion of sex toys, lube and condoms, for instance in Fruit-
cake. When we watch a rough cut of the film at our Dirty Diaries meeting in 
September 2008, Mia Engberg comments on how safe sex is central to 
queer, feminist and lesbian porn and how it is played out jokingly in this film 
in a sequence depicting anal penetration with a rose with a condom on it. 
One of the directors of the film, Ester Martin Bergsmark, contends that it is 
important to try to make the use of condoms sexy.135  

The tension between understandings of genital display as educating and 
affirming female embodiment and sexuality, on the one hand, and as signify-
ing problematic porn conventions, on the other, is played out in Mia Eng-
berg’s first feminist porn film, the lesbian short Selma & Sofie (2002). In the 
behind-the-scenes documentary to Selma & Sofie, Bitch & Butch (2003), 
Mia Engberg flips through the pages of a feminist anatomy book with de-
tailed sketches displaying female genitals, that Mia Engberg finds incompa-
rable to the sex education provided in schools. She points out to the docu-
mentary camera how the clitoris gets erect both on the outside and inside of 
the body. The lack of visibility, and under-representation of female sexuality 
in sex and anatomy education is here suggested as one motivation for mak-
ing Selma & Sofie. However, in the actual film, the scenery is obscure, the 
lighting is soft and non-frontal and the film features few close-ups of geni-
tals. According to assistant director Kajsa Åman their strategy was to make 
everything differently from what they saw in mainstream pornography.136 
Thus, if the need for more accurate sex education and visibility of female 
genitals and pleasure motivates Mia Engberg in the documentary, the actual 
film goes the other direction as it dismisses porn aesthetics and the principle 
of maximum visibility. Selma & Sofie as well as Mia Engberg’s formulations 
in the opening quote to this chapter also reiterates discussions that have 
characterized women’s cinema as it grew out of the second wave feminist 
movement.  

Politics as aesthetics 
In Mia Engberg’s short Come Together (2006) six women consecutively turn 
on, look and smile to the camera. Some wave. Some look shy. They all seem 
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to be in their different homes, in the bathroom, in the bed, against a wall. 
Small details in the background give the sense of domestic private space. 
The soundtrack is an upbeat disco tune. The image is shaky and pixely. They 
hold the mobile phone camera themselves, pointing it at their faces. Soon 
there is a shift in mode. The music fades. Their breathing becomes heavier, 
their faces concentrated, their eyes shady and unfocused, the camera move-
ments less steady. Some start moaning. Then the editing moves faster be-
tween their faces and the music escalates again. A woman in a bathtub 
twitches and screams in climax. Another woman breathes forcefully through 
her nose, makes a roaring sound and looks intensely at the camera. 

 
Come Together (Mia Engberg, 2006). Courtesy of the filmmaker. 

Come Together, where these six women film their own faces while 
masturbating, is included as bonus material on the Dirty Diaries DVD, but 
was made a few years earlier as part of a competition program called 
“Mobile Movies” at Stockholm International Film Festival sponsored by 
Nokia with their latest mobile phone model.137 In the DVD booklet Mia 
Engberg describes how the film stirred strong reactions when it was 
published online: “Hell, they look ugly. They could’ve least put on some  
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makeup.”138 Mia Engberg’s response to these comments was the decision to 
make Dirty Diaries, “more films in the same genre, to open their eyes.”139 To 
her, the reactions proved that “we are still stuck in the old notion that a 
woman’s sexuality should above all please the eye of the spectator – not 
herself.”140 She relates this to the fact that “[t]hrough the history of the art the 
image of the woman has been created by men to please the male gaze.”141 
Throughout the production of Dirty Diaries there are recurring references to 
the notion of the male gaze as signifying the dominant forms of representing 
gender and sexuality in media, where women, as Mia Engberg puts it in the 
DVD booklet are reduced to stereotypes “suiting the patriarchal system: the 
whore, the wife, the mother, the muse.”142 Come Together challenges this 
gaze. The spectator is denied visual access to the women’s bodies and geni-
tals and is instead faced with the women looking back at the camera, return-
ing the gaze and confronting the spectator’s voyeurism. The film posits the 
women themselves as the filmmakers in control of the camera’s gaze, mani-
festing their pleasure as it is expressed in the private reality of their homes.  

Avant-garde or documentary? 
Come Together invokes the legacy of second-wave cultural critique and pro-
duction in a number of ways, evident not least in Mia Engberg’s common-
sense use of the notion of the male gaze. While the notion of the male gaze 
as an everyday expression in the context of Dirty Diaries does not entirely 
correspond with Laura Mulvey’s psychoanalytic model of classical Holly-
wood cinema’s male scopophilia, Come Together nevertheless resonates 
with Mulvey’s call for feminist deconstructive film practice and celebration 
of increasingly accessible film technology.143 Mulvey argues that the goal for 
feminist film must be to break down the codes of representation of classical 
cinema in order to destroy voyeurism and male pleasure. In classical narra-
tive film women can only be spectacles of the male gaze. Feminist avant-
garde films such as Mulvey’s own Riddles of the Sphinx (1977) and Sally 
Potter’s Thriller (1979), through discontinuity editing and breaking the 180-
degree rule, aimed at the spectator’s “passionate detachment” and critical 
thinking.144 In its non-narrative self-reflexive mode, calling attention to the 
gaze and reversing voyeurism, I suggest Come Together can be read in rela-
tion to this tradition of avant-garde feminist filmmaking. Furthermore, the 
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negative reactions to the film that Mia Engberg accounts for can be taken 
precisely as proof that the film destroys male visual pleasure.145  

While Mia Engberg’s use of the notion of the male gaze – besides testify-
ing to the vast influence of Mulvey’s work – does invite a relation to Mulvey 
and the avant-garde feminist film practice articulated in the 1970s, it also 
echoes second wave feminist cultural critique of objectifying, sexualized and 
stereotypical images of women in media more broadly. “We’re not used to 
see women’s sexual pleasure,” Mia Engberg comments on the negative reac-
tions to Come Together and opens up for a reading of the film, not as a 
breaking down of cinematic pleasure, but as a representation of what women 
actually look like when they have their orgasms. The intimacy and every-
dayness of the domestic spaces, the amateur documentary style of the film 
and natural appearance of the performers (although some quite obviously do 
wear makeup) invoke the demand for more truthful and authentic representa-
tions of women forwarded in the images-of-women-critique of the 1970s. In 
this vein Marjorie Rosen’s Popcorn Venus (1973) and Molly Haskell’s From 
Reverence to Rape (1974) critiqued the sexist, degrading and artificial roles 
assigned to women in popular cinema and called for realistic representations 
of real women’s lives and experiences.146 “[S]howing real women on the 
screen is, itself, revolutionary, conditioned as we are to the idealized, fantasy 
images of the commercial cinema,” E. Ann Kaplan wrote in 1975.147 In this 
vein, feminist documentaries such as Growing Up Female (Jim Klein and 
Julia Reichert, 1971) and Janie’s Janie (Geri Ashur, 1971) sought to capture 
less stereotypical “images of women in their particular social, racial and 
class contexts.”148 The contrast between stereotypical and real representa-
tions characterizes not least discussions about lesbians on film. In 1981 
Edith Becker, Michelle Citron, Julia Lesage and B. Ruby Rich contended 
that “[l]esbians are nearly invisible in mainstream cinematic history, except 
as evil or negative-example characters.”149 They furthermore stated that:  
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Ironically, then, the most explicit vision of lesbianism has been left to pornog-
raphy, where the lesbian loses her menace and becomes a turn on. [---] As 
long as lesbianism remains a component of pornography made by and for 
men, that will affect the ‘positive image’ of lesbianism. This is because les-
bian sexuality will be received by most sectors of the dominant society as 
pornography.150  

 
Therefore, they concluded that “[i]t is impossible to underestimate the need 
for films to affirm all aspects of lesbian identity, given the virulent hostility 
against lesbians in our society.”151 These examples illustrate de Lauretis’ 
contention that the pull between affirmation and critique in the women’s 
movement also gave rise to two different types of film work:  

[O]ne called for immediate documentation for purposes of political activism, 
consciousness raising, self-expression, or the search for ‘positive images’ of 
woman; the other insisted on rigorous, formal work on the medium – or, bet-
ter, the cinematic apparatus, understood as a social technology – in order to 
analyze and disengage the ideological codes embedded in representation.152 
 

In Mia Engberg’s Selma & Sofie along with the behind the scenes documen-
tary Bitch & Butch, the aim to represent real women beyond stereotypes is 
explicitly pronounced. Mia Engberg then argued that in contrast to male 
heterosexual porn which is all about “silicon tits and fake nails,”153 she 
wanted “to come closer to woman’s true sexuality.”154 By casting a real life 
lesbian couple she wanted the sex to feel more authentic. In queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography such notions of real and authentic women and les-
bians and real and authentic sex are recurrently mobilized, also in accounts 
by research subjects in this project. In her discussion about lesbian sexual 
representations, Straayer’s comments on how the reception of lesbian por-
nography within the American lesbian community in the 1980s was charac-
terized by “reality-checking,” where “[v]iewers looked for a visual represen-
tation of themselves.”155 For instance, a sex scene in Erotic in Nature (Chris-
ten Lee Rothermund, 1985) where two women are “air-fucking,” as Straayer 
puts it, meaning that “the femme crouches on her hands and knees with the 
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butch ‘dry-humping’ her from behind,” was much debated.156 In 2004 
Heather Butler engaged in the debate around this particular film and cri-
tiqued the improbability of the action that she found is not giving a “fulfill-
ing representation of a sex act.”157 Discussions about authenticity also inter-
relate with the questions of visibility and education discussed above. For 
instance, sex educator and Fatale Media co-worker Deborah Sundahl con-
ceptualizes lesbian pornography as a critique of mainstream porn as well as a 
matter of making visible real women and real lesbians, as well as real or-
gasms and real love-making:  

Female orgasm itself has rarely been portrayed realistically in the majority of 
adult films. Fatale Media was started in direct response to the desire to show 
real women having real orgasms, as well as real lesbians making real lesbian 
love. Clips was the first Fatale Video to show me ejaculating on film.158 

 
Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography rests on a “documentary impulse,” 
characteristic of pornography as such, as Christian Hansen, Catherine 
Needham and Bill Nichols point out.159 However, in the case of queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography this impulse entails more than the fact that 
“people actually [have] sex” in front of the camera, as Richard Dyer puts 
it.160 It also entails questions about authenticity as this notion is mobilized 
throughout debates about women’s cinema. Rhyne points out that “[r]ealism 
remains a crucial trope in lesbian porn however the realism increasingly 
indexes the performers’ sexuality and desire rather than simply meeting the 
realist requirements of the larger porn genre.”161 The documentary dimension 
of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography is especially evident in the com-
mon inclusion of interviews and behind-the-scenes material where perform-
ers reflect over their participation in the film, for instance in Bathroom Sluts 
(Fatale Media, 1991), One Night Stand (Emilie Jouvet, 2006) and Trans 
Entities: The Nasty Love of Papi and Wil (Morty Diamond, 2006). 

As my reading of Come Together has suggested, features associated both 
with avant-garde and documentary feminist film practices intertwine in 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. Across this film culture’s aesthetic 
and political heterogeneity the constitutive contradiction between affirmation 
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and critique is echoed. Come Together serves as one example of how a num-
ber of issues in feminist film theory, as it emerged during second wave 
feminism, are rearticulated in this interpretive community as, in Kuhn’s 
words, “a series of circles or spirals,”162 and in Hemmings’ words, “ongoing 
contests and relationships” constantly returned to.163 As a hybrid film prac-
tice queer, feminist and lesbian pornography combines documentary, educa-
tional, experimental and narrative filmmaking.164 As such it actualizes de 
Lauretis’ description of how women’s film “destabilizes the criteria by 
which film-critical categories have been set up.”165 In queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography this includes definitional criteria for pornography, such 
as maximum visibility and scientia sexualis. In shifting the definition of 
women’s cinema from a question of formal, stylistic and thematic markers to 
a matter of “the production of a feminist social vision” and “political critique 
[…] and the specific consciousness that women have developed to analyze 
the subject’s relation to sociohistorical reality,” de Lauretis also brings up 
the question of differences among and within women as these are addressed 
for instance in Lizzie Borden’s Born In Flames (1983).166 In her discussion 
the split or division in feminist film culture appears as “the very strength, the 
drive and productive heterogeneity of feminism.”167 Similarly, I contend that 
the driving force in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography is constituted in 
its heterogeneity and struggles as these nevertheless centers around the pro-
duction of a social vision, or with Freeman, a “collective political fantasy” of 
a safe space for sexual empowerment.168 In conclusion I will bring out more 
specifically how the political and aesthetic legacies of queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography mobilize the figure of safe space. 

Sexual empowerment in private or public?  

I wanna expose myself to guys; old men, grown-ups, family fathers and other 
slobs. I’m totally serious. I don’t wanna do it to take revenge on the patriar-
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chy, even if my cunt is a weapon these days. I just wanna do it. I wanna treat 
you to some pussy. That turns me on. I’m a female flasher. Yep, female exhi-
bitionists are pretty unusual. I mean it’s fucked up, but maybe it’s not so 
strange, since as a woman you’re in a physical disadvantage. What if some-
body gets a hard-on and wants to rape you while you’re sitting there on a park 
bench jacking off! 

I’ve tried to find porn films with women flashers. There’s none, and once 
again, it’s fucked up. I’ll probably make my own porn film soon. Meanwhile, 
the gay porn films remain my favourites, where evidently straight men fuck 
each other. Hihi, even gays believe that the actors are gay. No, relax, it’s only 
straight men getting paid a little extra. 

Back to the flashing, I’ve decided simply to expose myself where it’s safe 
and where nobody can interrupt me. Obviously I wouldn’t just jack off in the 
park like some male moron. Nope, I choose smart places. I have two favourite 
spots; balconies facing courtyards with hundreds of windows and on shore in 
front of passing ferries and boats. I mean, who’s gonna jump in and stop me?! 
I’m gonna find some like-minded and put together a group. But no guy exhi-
bitionists can join, because you’re all disgusting and because we girls are tak-
ing out a patent on being gross in public. The only body part guys are allowed 
to show in public is male boobs. Cause I Love male boobs. Bye!169 

 
Flasher Girl on Tour (Joanna Rytel, 2009). Courtesy of the filmmaker. 

                                                        
169 Joanna Rytel, “Flasher Girl On Tour,” Dirty Diaries dvd-booklet.  
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In Joanna Rytel’s Dirty Diaries film Flasher Girl On Tour she plays the role 
of a female flasher and exposes herself in various public spaces in Paris, 
such as in the Metro, in a park and from a hotel balcony. She is often filmed 
from behind so that the film spectator does not see what she reveals to the 
public. Instead there are occasional subjective shots where Rytel holds the 
camera and directs the gaze at men, at “male boobs” and at a waiter’s bot-
tom. Just as other short in Dirty Diaries, Flasher Girl on Tour reiterates 
discussions about sexual objectification as these emanated through second 
wave feminism’s politicizing of sexuality. In her film these discussions are 
played out in relation to questions about the sexualization of the public 
sphere. In its attack on and appropriation of male dominated public sexual-
ized spaces such as the red-light district Pigalle, Rytel’s film ties in with a 
tradition of feminist performance art and intervention in public spaces, also 
emanating from second wave feminism. Flasher Girl on Tour echoes, for 
instance, Valie Export’s performance Genital Panik (later re-enacted also by 
Martina Abramovic), where Export exposed her genitals in a cinema theater 
as a comment to women’s role in cinema. Rytel’s film, I propose, echoes 
second wave feminism’s opening up of public space for female sexuality, 
but it also builds on the feminist critique of the sexualized public sphere.  

Similarly, this tension between affirming women as sexual subjects in the 
public and simultaneously problematizing gendered power structures in the 
sexualized public is played out in Åsa Sandzén’s Dirty Diaries short Dildo-
man. Dildoman is an animation set in a strip club where the female strippers 
subvert the action by using one of the male visitors as a dildo. Just as in Ry-
tel’s film, male dominated sexual space is appropriated for women’s sexual 
pleasure and male pleasure is literally destroyed as the “dildoman” is 
crushed and dies when the woman orgasms. Pella Kågerman’s Dirty Diaries 
film Body Contact, a mockumentary about an amateur porn film shooting 
staged by two women and a man that they pick up on an Internet dating site, 
stages a reclaiming of the sexualized public space of the Internet. When the 
man arrives to the apartment he is at first reluctant, but eventually allows 
them to film the sex, performing what he believes are good porn positions. 
The film focuses on the awkwardness and mundaneness of the casual ama-
teur porn-shooting scenario. At one point the woman filming the sex scene 
asks the woman in the scene if she is okay. In all of these three Dirty Diaries 
films gendered power relations in the sexualized public are put at stake. The 
women become the perpetrators and men are used and objectified for their 
purposes. However, these films all also acknowledge and problematize 
women and men’s different conditions for participating in the sexualized 
public sphere. In her presentation in the DVD booklet Rytel crucially asks: 
“What if somebody gets a hard-on and wants to rape you while you’re sitting 
there on a park bench jacking off!” She continues: “I’ve decided simply to 
expose myself where it’s safe.”  
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In her discussion about Candida Royalle’s films, Williams emphasizes 
that these narratives create safe and exciting places where women can enact 
their desires without fear of punishment or guilt. Building on the psychoana-
lytical thinking of Jessica Benjamin, Williams underscores the idea of com-
bining safety with excitement in order to allow for women to become 
autonomous sexual agents, to discover their own sexual subjectivity instead 
of being “receptacles for the desires of male subjects.”170 In Williams’ dis-
cussion, as well as in the films of Rytel, Sandzén and Kågerman the public is 
a place both for sexual pleasure and of danger, again reflecting the legacy of 
queer, feminist and lesbian sexuality debates. In queer activism and theory, 
emerging also partly through the Sex Wars, the reclaiming of public space, 
rather than confining non-normative sexuality to the closet, home or private 
sphere, is a central concern.171 However, it has also been pointed out that 
discussions about public sex cultures often rest on and presume a notion of 
the modern male white subject, while neglecting how other social subjects 
historically have not possessed the same urban mobility.172  

In her work on lesbianism, space and cinema, Lee Wallace critiques what 
she calls a “sexual and political hyperbole” attached to gay public sex cul-
ture that renders lesbian domestic culture asexual.173 Referencing Vivian 
Sobchack’s discussion about Bakhtin’s concept of chronotope, Wallace pro-
poses this concept as particularly useful for considering “the relation be-
tween textual representations of lesbianism and the sexual cultures with 
which those texts are historically contemporaneous.”174 She describes how 
lesbianism has predominantly been represented through the chronotopes of 
the bar and the college, well represented in ethnographic work on lesbian 
culture, as well as through their more fictionalized counterparts, the prison 
and the classroom. She highlights the apartment as a new “post-Stonewall” 
chronotope in lesbian feature films. She argues that the apartment is a space 
where the assumed dichotomy between the bar space, as associated with 
public sex and sexual dissent, and the college space, as associated with edu-
cation, assimilation and privacy is disrupted. As a flexible space in relation 
to publicity and privacy, the apartment “[refits] the contradictions between 
[lesbian cultural] aspiration and [sexual] dissidence and thus can provide the 
fictional setting for lesbian narratives that are simultaneously socially 
smooth and sexually rough.”175 Wallace, thus disrupts binary oppositions that 
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also structure linear narratives of the queer, feminist and lesbian past. There-
fore her discussion about cinematic space is useful in historicizing queer, 
feminist and lesbian porn film culture.  

In queer, feminist and lesbian pornography Wallace’s chronotopes of bar, 
prison, college, classroom and, not least apartment are all present.176 In Shine 
Louise Houston’s Crash Pad film (2005) and Series (2008-), the apartment 
is staged precisely as a flexible space in relation to publicity and privacy. 
The Crash Pad is an apartment for casual sex where those who have the key 
can go for play dates or chance encounters. The early Fatale Media produc-
tion Suburban Dykes (1990) also reclaims domestic space as sexual space 
when the film’s bored lesbian couple calls a lesbian phone sex and escort 
service and gets a visit from a butch lesbian to spice up their sex life.177 My 
own Dirty Diaries film Phone Fuck is set in the flexible spaces of two apart-
ments, interconnected and sexualized through a phone sex call. Phone Fuck 
features two women’s sexual encounter over the phone, while both are mas-
turbating in their separate apartments. The private spaces of the two 
women’s apartments and their respective sexual pleasures are shared be-
tween them in a mutual fantasy – but also publicly – through mobile phone 
technology. Similarly, the women in Come Together, in their different do-
mestic locations nevertheless “come together” in the sense that they share 
the mobile phone camera and are edited together in the cinematic space of 
the film, but their individual masturbation scenes are also shared publicly, as 
“dirty diaries.” As commented on already, Marit Östberg’s short for the col-
lection, Authority, is set in public spaces and echoes queer activist reclaim-
ings of the public sphere. Importantly, through their public circulation, these 
“diaries” all disrupt the dichotomy between private and public and embody 
the legacy of second wave feminism’s sexual consciousness-raising in small 
groups, but also shared in public.  

Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography builds on the legacy of discus-
sions about pleasure and danger, assimilation and dissent in terms of space. 
Importantly, its problematization of questions of power relations and safety 
pertains also to the domestic space and to the space shared by sexual part-
ners. In Safe is Desire, a date between two women ends up in an argument 
about whether or not they should use safer sex products. As the woman who 
does not want to practice safe sex leaves the other woman’s apartment she 
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tells her that she will lock the door behind her. The other woman replies: 
“Thanks, but right now my personal safety is not threatened by a stranger.” 
Safe space is here evoked as a space in between sexual partners, involving 
negotiations and trust.178 Elin Magnusson’s Dirty Diaries film Skin also the-
matizes such negotiation around safety and trust. The film features a hetero-
sexual couple wearing body stockings that they cut each other out from.179 In 
her presentation of the film Magnusson writes:   

In a room on the seventh floor in a cold city, two people are waking up. They 
hug each other hard, still, it’s not enough to be able to forget where one body 
starts and the other ends. Neither of them has a sex or a face and they both 
wear more layers of skin than they ought to. Old disappointments and badly 
healed wounds have turned them into this. The hardened skin makes them ask 
for help to remember the sensation of heat. With a pair of scissors they ask 
each other for permission to expose, rip up and get in. 

This is an inquiry to get rid of what’s been long since dead. It’s surgery. 
Something forgotten turns into a memory that later transforms into fingers, 
and finally a hand. Hair begins to smell and the sweat is pouring. 

In close-ups about closeness we see the longing for something new. Art 
meets porn in a ripping horniness without censorship.180  

 
Similarly to On Your Back Woman!, Skin raises questions about power 
struggles in relationships and about not harming each other. In Marit 
Östberg’s film Authority, trust is also emphasized as a crucial aspect of 
BDSM role-play. In other films featuring BDSM, such as the early Fatale 
Media production Shadows and the trans porn film Trans Entities, partici-
pants’ negotiations of boundaries and safe words and discussions about the 
content of the role-play is included in the films.  

These examples all demonstrate how the figure of safe space is mobilized 
in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography’s blurring of boundaries between 
public and private space. They also bring up questions about the relationship 
between the real space of queer, feminist and lesbian cultures and the fantasy 
spaces constructed within these. This relationship is evoked in Mia Eng-
berg’s reflections about authenticity and fantasy in the opening quote to this 
chapter, in Wallace’s remarks about lesbian chronotopes as both ethno-
graphic and fictionalized spaces, and across this film culture’s legacy of 
documentary and sex educational filmmaking. This relationship between 
spaces on and off screen will be further discussed in the following three 
chapters. The ethnographic spaces of queer, feminist and lesbian porn exhi-
bition and reception will be in the focus of the next chapter. The constitutive 
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tension between affirmation and critique of this interpretive community as a 
site of struggle will there be reframed as a tension between notions of inti-
mate and counter public.  
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4. Affirmation and critique: reception contexts 
and situations 

On a May evening in 2008 I press the small bell to Club LASH, a monthly 
members-only kinky, fetish and S/M club for women and transsexual people 
located in Scandinavian Leather Men’s basement space on a quiet street in 
Södermalm in Stockholm. There is a buzz and the rather unnoticeable doors 
unlock. A friend and colleague who will be my assistant for the evening and 
I enter and walk down the sloping floor to the entrance and bar areas where 
this evening’s crew busily gets everything in order. We are both regular visi-
tors to Club LASH. We make sure the crew, many of whom we know from 
before, are aware that we are present as researchers this evening. I pin an 
information sheet on a notice board in the entrance area. This night’s theme 
is the annual event Bad Birds Ball. There will be performances and a “bad 
bird” ball queen will be chosen. A DJ is getting installed in the small booth 
above the dance floor and a designer is unpacking leather skirts and corsets 
that she will be displaying and selling in one part of the bar area. In the bar 
area there is also a small monitor attached close to the ceiling where lesbian 
porn will be screened. This is why we are here. As the one permanent site 
where lesbian porn is regularly screened in Stockholm, I have decided to 
make Club LASH the starting point for my fieldwork. I have brought ques-
tionnaires in both Swedish and English, asking questions about consumer 
habits and asking for further participation in the project. We decide to make 
the entrance area our main spot for handing out the questionnaires. When the 
club opens we start asking the arriving visitors to fill out the questionnaires. 
People are both slightly embarrassed and amused, but generally positive to 
the project and to participating. At an early stage of the evening filling out 
questionnaires dominates the activities engaged in at the club.   

This chapter looks closer at some of the different sites where queer, femi-
nist and lesbian porn is circulated, the practices of participation in these 
spaces and the embodied experiences articulated in these contexts. The re-
sults from the questionnaires at Club LASH, as well as Pornfilmfestival Ber-
lin, where the same questionnaire was run in October 2008, demonstrate that 
while the home is the most common place of lesbian porn consumption, a 
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club or a festival is the second most common context.1 The questionnaires 
also indicate that while watching by oneself is most common, watching to-
gether with others is as common as watching together with one other person. 
Importantly then, the questionnaires indicate that queer, feminist and lesbian 
porn spectatorship is not only a matter of individual, private or isolated con-
sumption. Chapter 3 historicized the production of queer, feminist and les-
bian pornography and demonstrated how its political and aesthetic legacies 
revolve around the figure of a safe space for sexual empowerment. This 
chapter focuses on the reception of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
and discusses how its meanings are shaped by the different contexts where it 
circulates and how the figure of safe space is mobilized within these. It ac-
counts in particular for some of the many reception sites, practices and situa-
tions of Dirty Diaries and the meanings and experiences that have been ar-
ticulated within these. As such the chapter follows Jane Juffer’s insistence 
on analyzing how particular sites of production, distribution and consump-
tion and specific conditions of access and agency within these shape the 
meanings and uses of porn.2 Juffer argues that: 

To understand access, we must have a theory of agency, with agency defined 
as the relationship between the individual subject and the different forces that 
enable and constrict her movement between sites where sexually explicit ma-
terials are available and back to the home, where it is consumed. Feminists, 
both antipornography and anticensorship, have failed to produce a theory of 
agency in relation to pornography precisely because the discussions have been 
dislocated, occurring at a highly generalized level far removed from the con-
ditions of everyday life.3 

 
The porn consumption discussed in this chapter, however, takes place more 
in public than in the home. The chapter shows how different sites and prac-
tices of distribution and consumption produce different conditions of access 
and agency for different viewing subjects in the reception situation. Building 
on Miriam Hansen’s discussion about film as a public sphere and spectator-
ship as shaped by both the “theater” and the “film” experience, both by “the 
situation of reception” and by the “world on screen,” the chapter discusses 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as an alternative public sphere 
where, just as in Hansen’s discussion about early cinema, alternative under-
standings of gender and sexuality are produced, circulated and practiced.4 
The previous chapter argued that throughout its political and aesthetic lega-
cies this interpretive community is invested in constructing a safe space for 
sexual empowerment. In this chapter the tension between affirmation and 
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critique that is played out in this politics of constructing safe space is con-
ceptualized as a tension between the notions of counter public and intimate 
public. I examine how, on the one hand, queer, feminist and lesbian pornog-
raphy functions as a space for affirmation and recognition. On the other 
hand, it functions as a public platform for critique and challenging of domi-
nant notions of gender and sexuality. As such, this interpretive community 
actualizes trajectories both at the level of subjectivity, where its participants 
are affirmed and empowered affectively, and at the level of the public 
sphere, where queer, feminist and lesbian pornography claims and gains 
increased accessibility and visibility. The chapter argues that in queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography these trajectories are intertwined.  

An affective scene for recognition 
One of the participants in the questionnaire at Club LASH who also signs up 
for further participation is Jennifer, who chooses to participate anonymously 
in the research. She is a 35-year old lesbian and a cultural producer who has 
been an active member of Club LASH since 2000. I meet her on a Tuesday 
evening in November 2008 in a seminar room at the Department of Cinema 
Studies in Stockholm. It is a strange place for talking about porn and sexual-
ity, not least because this part of Filmhuset (the “Film house”), where the 
department is located, is more or less a construction site at this time. A thin 
layer of dust covers the tables. Nevertheless, our conversation is open and 
free flowing. I have known Jennifer for many years, from Club LASH and 
other queer, feminist and lesbian contexts in Stockholm. I ask her how she 
first came into contact with lesbian pornography and what lesbian porn 
means to her.5 Jennifer describes how she, after working some years in the 
porn industry, felt that her sexuality was “destroyed” and “broken down” 
and in need of being “rebuilt.” “I had a lot of complexes, really bad self-
esteem,” she says. She came out as a lesbian and got involved in Club LASH 
where she also learned about lesbian porn. She watched films at the club but 
also borrowed them to view at home. She stresses how important the films 
were for her at this time in her life, both as a means of learning about lesbian 
sexuality and discovering her own desires and “preferences,” but also in 
helping her accept and affirm her body and sexuality, in daring to become 
more confident and uninhibited. She admired the girls in the films and 
wanted to be like them: 
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The good films… yes, it is really different compared to… and I’ve watched a 
lot of mainstream [porn]. I can’t say that I get a better self-esteem as a woman 
from watching that. But the thing is that I do, I did, from these lesbian films. 
They were strong proud girls who liked their bodies even if they were not per-
fect, they were natural. They did not even seem to bother very much about 
how they looked. And they seemed to enjoy it for real. And they were unin-
hibited, they just let themselves go. That impressed me, so they were role 
models. I just: wow! I also want to become like that in bed.6  

 
Jennifer’s account resonates with several other research subjects’ accounts. 
For instance, Flora Schanda, a 26 year-old literature student and, as she calls 
herself, “queer BDSM activist and lesbian sex positive activist,” who I inter-
view in Berlin during the Pornfilmfestival in 2008, talks about the impor-
tance of seeing identities that she can relate to represented in film.7 “I get a 
feeling that there is a place for my gender and sexual identity – that it can be 
desired and that there is a good way of representing it, a sexy way,” she says. 
She finds that this is “empowering” and gives her a “higher sexual self-
esteem.” Both Jennifer’s and Flora’s accounts invoke Linda Williams’ sug-
gestion that porn for women may function as an arena for sexual self-
discovery, as well as discussions about lesbian pornography as a vehicle for 
sexual affirmation, recognition and education in research addressing lesbian 
pornography.8 In 1997 Becki L. Ross found that:  

Erotic images validate our sexuality as one healthy, meaningful, and empow-
ering part of our lives as lesbians (and gay men). Sexually explicit images 
produced by and for lesbians challenge the barrier of sexual fear, inhibition, 
ignorance, and shame by unapologetically foregrounding lesbian desire, and 
thus expanding the realm of knowable human sexual expression.9  

 
In Lisa Henderson’s words lesbian pornography “brings lesbian desire above 
ground, affirming its legitimacy and encouraging lesbian women to find and 
embrace what pleases them sexually.”10 In this vein, Cherry Smyth also 
wrote in 1990 that:  

Lesbian sexuality has been repressed, rendered invisible and impotent by so-
ciety. By watching porn, we can on some level recognize ourselves, defend 
our right to express our sexuality and assert our desire. It includes us in a sub-
cultural system of coded sexual styles, gestures and icons which affirms our 
sense of belonging.11  

 

                                                        
6 Interview with Jennifer, Stockholm, 2008-11-04. My translation from Swedish. 
7 Interview with Flora Schanda, Berlin, 2008-10-27. 
8 Williams, 1999, 259-264; Henderson 178; Heather Butler, 2004, 190; Rhyne, 42. 
9 Ross, 300. 
10 Henderson, 1992, 178. Henderson here discusses On Our Backs. 
11 Smyth 1990: 154. See also Lisa Henderson “Simple Pleasures: Lesbian Community and Go 
Fish,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 25:1 (1999): 37-64. 
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However, Juffer problematizes a notion of porn as liberation and transgres-
sion as it was articulated in the pro-sex literature of the 1980s and 1990s. 
She critiques the “belief in the transformative power of representation and 
interpretation as fairly isolated practices” and a conceptualization of trans-
gression as placeless individual reader agency and subversion in an undiffer-
entiated public sphere.12 She points out how, for instance, the feminist cele-
brations of Annie Sprinkle (by for instance Williams and Straayer) often 
disregard the conditions for and contexts of women’s porn consumption: 
“Williams and Straayer both suggest that it is through the reading/viewing of 
individual texts, such as Sprinkle’s performances, that women may, like 
Sprinkle, liberate themselves into a world of polymorphous, orgasmic sexu-
ality freed of material boundaries.”13 She argues that an individual viewer’s 
ability to interpret and transgress codes and conditions in order to arrive at a 
state of pleasure does not transform the conditions of access that define 
women’s consumption of porn. What is illuminated in Jennifer’s account is 
precisely that her empowering experiences of lesbian porn take place within 
a specific context providing specific conditions for her consumption. Club 
LASH, where she first learns about lesbian porn, is a place designed for sex-
ual exploration and play and informed by BDSM principles of safety and 
consent. Jennifer contrasts this context with the porn industry where she 
used to work: 

I was 19 years old when I started to work in those places [the porn industry] 
and I had not even discovered my sexuality then. I did not know myself what I 
was, I was rather confused over all and this thing with BDSM – it was just 
bloody chaos everything… But at LASH I could discover it, explore and de-
velop this in a protected environment. If you compare it was really like com-
ing to an oasis with safe and warm atmosphere and acceptance and there was 
love [laughs]. Which, if you compare with the porn industry where you only – 
there was no love, it was just cold, cold and hard.14  

 
In research on queer, lesbian and transgender public sex and BDSM cultures, 
the notion of safety as a precondition for sexual exploration is crucial. In an 
analysis of a lesbian/queer bathhouse event in Toronto, Corie Hammers 
highlights the centrality of constructing a space that is simultaneously per-
ceived as sexual and safe, informed by “feminist principles of sexual explo-
ration and sexual liberation”15 and by principles of “consent, respect, and 

                                                        
12 Juffer, 15. 
13 Juffer, 16. 
14 Interview with Jennifer, Stockholm, 2008-11-04. My translation from Swedish. 
15 Corie Hammers, “An Examination of Lesbian/Queer Bathhouse Culture and the Social 
Organization of (Im)Personal Sex,” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 38:3 (2009): 312. 
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confidentiality.”16 In Robin Bauer’s work on “dyke/trans” BDSM communi-
ties, safe space and consent are also highlighted as general standards and 
characteristics.17 In his study, people engage in BDSM in order to “explore 
and get to know one’s own boundaries or push/transgress them, or both, 
within a framework of negotiated consent.”18 Underground sites of sexual 
culture, such as sex dungeons and BDSM clubs, have been conceptualized 
both as symbols or effects of discrimination and marginalization, and as sites 
of potential empowerment and resistance. In Phil Hubbard’s summary of 
these discussions, he notes that “[i]f cities contain sites of sexual confine-
ment, these spaces are also potentially sites of sexual liberation.”19 With 
reference to Linda McDowell he argues that geographies of sexual citizen-
ship may also “provide spaces for sexual experimentation among ‘counter-
public’ groups.”20 Queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture intersects 
with such sites of public sex and BDSM culture where safety is understood 
as a precondition for sexual empowerment, evident not least in the case of 
Club LASH. In Jennifer’s account the club provides the necessary conditions 
for her access to lesbian porn as well as for her enhanced agency in explor-
ing her own sexuality.  

Relying on safe space 
As pointed out in chapter 3, the figure of queer, feminist and lesbian porn as 
a safe space for sexual empowerment is imagined throughout this film cul-
ture. It is played out not least in many films’ inclusion of safer sex instruc-
tions and of interview material with the performers where principles of 
safety and consent as guiding the production are emphasized. In line with 
this investment in the figure of safe space throughout this interpretive com-
munity, Jennifer’s account articulates an understanding of the films she 
watched at Club LASH as “fair.” In contrast to the porn industry in large she 
talks about how performers in what she calls “real lesbian porn” are real 
lesbians and bisexual women and participate out of their own free will, for 
political reasons and have influence over the production.  

                                                        
16 Hammers, 311. See also Catherine Jean Nash and Alison Bain, “‘Reclaiming Raunch’? 
Spatializing Queer Identities at Toronto Women’s Bathhouse Events,” Social & Cultural 
Geography, 8:1 (2007): 47-62. 
17 Robin Bauer, “Transgressive and Transformative Gendered Sexual Practices and White 
Privileges: The Case of the Dyke/Trans BDSM Communities,” Women’s Studies Quarterly, 
36: 3-4 (2008): 233-253. 
18 Bauer, 234. 
19 Phil Hubbard, “Sex Zones: Intimacy, Citizenship and Public Space,” Sexualities, 4:1 
(2001): 60. 
20 Hubbard, 60; Linda McDowell, “City Life and Difference,” in Unsettling Cities, ed. John 
Allen, Doreen Massey and Michael Pryke (London: Routledge, 1999), 143-160. 
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It was differently made… I think good porn… then the performers should like 
what they do, it’s that simple. They should be horny for real. They should do 
it primarily because they like it, not primarily for the money… And then they 
should have something to say. They should have influence over the produc-
tion… You should know that it has been fair and – when it is lesbians who do 
– these are small companies. It is not possible to compare with the big big 
porn machinery… the porn industry… This is an entirely different thing and 
then it feels much better to watch, then it is much easier to take pleasure – if 
you know that it is real and that it is made with a good intention and a much 
better message than in mainstream porn.21 

 
Jennifer’s articulation of how performers in lesbian pornography are “horny 
for real” unlike the stereotype “Barbie dolls” in mainstream porn echoes how 
notions of “real” and “authentic” are played out in this film culture, as ac-
counted for in chapter 3. These notions also recur in other research inter-
views. For instance, Rosa Danner, a researcher and activist who I interview 
over Skype the month after the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in 2008, writes that 
she prefers films that have “more feeling” and are “more authentic” than the 
”industrialized stereotypes in mainstream porn.”22 In both her and Jennifer’s 
accounts, notions of “real” and “authentic” become a precondition for a 
pleasurable experience of the film. With Juffer, these notions provide condi-
tions of access. In her discussion, pornographic texts themselves function as 
sites “where issues of access are partially determined.”23 While women may 
well find pleasure in a variety of texts, “texts that specifically target women 
will more likely function to increase access because of how they often circu-
late in a manner that legitimates women’s sexual pleasures, in turn helping to 
create the times and spaces in which to exercise those pleasures.”24 Juffer 
further claims that “women who make porn will more likely increase the 
many conditions of access that contribute to the ‘environment’ in which 
women feel comfortable watching porn.”25 In this sense the pro-sex literature 
that Juffer critiques is, on the other hand, also central in contributing to the 
legitimacy of queer, feminist and lesbian porn consumption. In Jennifer’s 
case the “fairness” she perceives in the films, together with the “protected 
environment” of Club LASH, provide also a “mental” space, as Juffer puts 
it, for pleasure and sexual agency.26  

Similarly, Iris Segundo, a 22 year-old student and freelancer who at-
tended the Pornfilmfestival Berlin 2008 as assistant of the short Passion for 
Football (Passión our el Futbol, Rut Suso & Maria Pavón, Spain, 2006), 
told me in an interview that if performers in a porn film do not have safe sex, 

                                                        
21 Interview with Jennifer, Stockholm, 2008-11-04. My translation from Swedish. 
22 Interview over Skype with Rosa Danner, 2008-11-25. 
23 Juffer, 23. 
24 Juffer, 56. 
25 Juffer, 175. 
26 Juffer, 71f. 
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she cannot take pleasure in the film.27 Access to sexual pleasure, in these 
examples, is a matter of conditions provided both at specific sites and by the 
films and other texts circulating in this interpretive community, both by the 
“theater” and the “film” experience, in Hansen’s terms. These examples 
again invoke Williams’ discussion about how the legitimacy of Candida 
Royalle’s films “enable women to create for themselves the safe space in 
which they can engage in sex without guilt or fear.”28 She suggests that “the 
mixture of safety with excitement […] may be just what is needed for ex-
citement.”29 In chapter 5 the “mental” and embodied space of the film expe-
rience will be discussed more in depth.  

In Jennifer’s account lesbian pornography became an arena for a safe and 
contained exploration of her own desires and sexuality. Her story demon-
strates that sexual liberation, becoming more confident and uninhibited, 
rather than a matter of placeless individual reader agency, is conditioned by 
this interpretive community’s investment in a politics of constructing safe 
space for sexual empowerment. As a “collective political fantasy” of safe 
space and played out in different reception sites, practices and situations, 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography becomes a space that conditions and 
shapes certain film experiences.30 This space is the space of queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography as an intimate public.  

The accounts of Jennifer and other research subjects, as well as the cen-
trality of notions of belonging, inclusion, legitimizing, valorizing and af-
firmation in lesbian porn discourse, invoke Lauren Berlant’s discussion 
about intimate publics as places of “recognition and reflection,” where a 
particular group’s claimed core interests and desires are circulated.31 Intimate 
publics express “the sensational, embodied experience of living as a certain 
kind of being in the world.”32 An intimate public is “a porous, affective scene 
of identification among strangers that promises a certain experience of be-
longing and provides a complex of consolation, confirmation, discipline, and 
discussion about how to live as an x [emphasis in original].”33 Thus, rather 
than organized by political aspirations, Berlant contends that intimate pub-
lics are organized by a promise of affective recognition and social belonging 
for a group who is expected to share “a worldview and emotional knowledge 
that they have derived from broadly common historical experience.”34 There-
fore, she questions the political potential of intimate publics. Berlant both 
stresses and complicates the relation between transformed subjectivity and 

                                                        
27 Interview with Iris Segundo, Berlin, 2008-10-26. 
28 Williams, 1999, 264. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Freeman, 65. 
31 Berlant, 2008, viii. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Berlant, 2008, viii. 
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social change, between feelings of investment and agency.35 She develops 
the notion of intimate public partly in dialogue with the notion of counter 
public that she claims overemphasizes politics. I argue that these two notions 
are intertwined in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, where activism 
is both a matter of feelings of affirmation, empowerment and liberation and 
of reformulating and publicly challenging dominant notions of gender and 
sexuality.36 The dynamic and intertwined relation between intimate and 
counter public trajectories in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography also 
sets the figure of safe space in motion.    

Claiming public space  
In an article published on the Swedish political debate website Newsmill in 
the week of the premiere of Dirty Diaries in August 2009, the director Marit 
Östberg argued in favor of “more horny women in public.”37 

Feminist porn wants people to be horny, wants to encourage people to feel 
sexy and to be sexual objects, but decide for themselves how, why and for 
whom. Once you have that power it is much easier to decide when you DO 
NOT want to be sexual. [---] Dirty diaries is an important project because we 
need to create more images of desire, ways of having sex and different ways 
of screaming out our horniness. We need more portraits of sexy fantasies. 
With the film Authority in Dirty Diaries I want to celebrate all the proud, 
shameless, horny and queer bodies that paint their dreams over the public 
sphere. 38  

 
Through Marit Östberg’s and other Dirty Diaries filmmakers’ debate articles 
and participation in the media around the time of the release, as well as 
through the film’s wide circulation in Sweden as well as abroad, Dirty Dia-
ries gained far more publicity and attention than Swedish short films usually 
do.39 As discussed in chapter 3, a number of films in the collection, such as 
Flasher Girl on Tour and Dildoman, also enact a reclaiming of public space. 
In Marit Östberg’s short Authority a graffiti girl enters a restricted area and is 

                                                        
35 Berlant, 2008, 12. 
36 See also Bobo, 59-60; and Berlant and Freeman, ”Queer Nationality,” in The Queen of 
America Goes to Washington City, by Lauren Berlant, 1997, 167-173. 
37 Marit Östberg, “Vi behöver fler kåta kvinnor i offentligheten,” Newsmill, 2009-08-27, 
http://www.newsmill.se/artikel/2009/08/27/vi-behover-fler-kata-kvinnor-i-
offentligheten?page=1 (accessed 2010-06-21). My translation from Swedish. 
38 Ibid. 
39 “Mest lästa på DN.se 2009,” DN.se, 2009-12-31, http://www.dn.se/nyheter/mest-lasta-pa-
dnse-2009 (accessed 2011-10-13). Sofia Curman and Maria Ringborg, “Porr för feminister?” 
DN.se Kultur&Nöje, 2009-08-28, http://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/film-tv/porr-for-feminister-
1.940378 (accessed 2010-06-17); Conan O’Brien, The Tonight Show, 10 September 2009, 
NBC. 
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caught by a policewoman. In both Authority and Marit Östberg’s first short 
for Dirty Diaries, Uniform, lesbian sexual role-play is set in public spaces. 
As thematized in Mia Engberg’s short Come Together, where a number of 
women film their own faces while masturbating, Dirty Diaries appropriates 
the male dominated space of filmmaking and cinematic representation, and, 
by using mobile phone cameras, claims means of production for sharing and 
circulating in public women’s self-represented sexual pleasure. Come To-
gether self-reflexively raises questions about who controls what pictures 
surround us, and how publicity through new media technologies can be 
made differently. As such, the short invokes Michael Warner’s reading of a 
photograph of a group of drag queens in 1950s and 1960s New Jersey.40 The 
photograph depicts the drag queens together in a domestic space. They are 
all equipped with cameras, pointing them at each other and taking pictures, 
including of the person who took this photograph. Warner contends that 
“[t]he private setting protects them from an environment of stigma, but 
clearly their aspiration is to a different kind of publicness,” and that cameras 
in this photograph “create publicly circulating images, making possible a 
different style of embodiment, a new sociality and solidarity.”41  

Following Warner’s, as well as Nancy Fraser’s and Iris Marion Young’s 
discussions about counter publics, queer, feminist and lesbian porn film cul-
ture can be understood as a counter public sphere where non-dominant dis-
courses on sexuality and gender circulate.42 Fraser defines what she calls 
“subaltern counterpublics” as “parallel discursive arenas where members of 
subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses, which in 
turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, 
interests, and needs.”43 These arenas, Fraser contends, function both as 
“spaces of withdrawal and regroupment” and as “training grounds for agita-
tional activities directed toward wider publics.”44 Similarly, Young argues 
that in feminist counter publics, women are encouraged “to speak for them-
selves, from their own experience” and “form images and interests with 
which to speak to a larger public that ignores or distorts women’s con-
cerns.”45 In Warner’s development of the concept he stresses that counter 
publics are in conflict with the dominant public and its modes of address 
and, as in the drag queen photograph, attempts to create “rival modes of 

                                                        
40 Warner, “Introduction” to Publics and Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2002b), 
13f. 
41 Warner, 2002b, 13f. 
42 Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere,” 1990; Young, “Unruly Categories,” New Left 
Review, 1/222 (March-April 1997), http://www.newleftreview.org/?page=artivle&view=1899 
(accessed 2010-08-25). 
43 Fraser, 1990, 67. 
44 Fraser, 1990, 68. 
45 Young, 1997, 8-9. 
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publicness.”46 As Hubbard demonstrates, in much theory on sexual minori-
ties, activism and the public sphere there is an imagined trajectory from the 
margins to inclusion, participation and visibility as sexual citizens in the 
public sphere.47 For instance, Nancy Duncan argues that “significant social 
change requires organized action in the public sphere and access to various 
resources, including the media, rather than individualistic, privatized ac-
tion.”48 Occupying the public sphere has been a crucial strategy not least in 
queer activism, summarized in Queer Nation’s slogan: “We’re here we’re 
queer, get used to it!”49 Queer subcultures but also LGBTQ film festivals, 
films and television productions, such as Queer As Folk and Shortbus (John 
Cameron Mitchell, 2006), have been discussed in terms of counter publics.50 
These discussions about counter publicity resonate with Hansen’s contention 
that “the cinema can, at certain junctures, function as a matrix for challeng-
ing social positions of identity and otherness and as a catalyst for new forms 
of community and solidarity.”51 

This trajectory towards participation and visibility in the public sphere 
also describes the expanding public visibility of queer, feminist and lesbian 
porn, not least in the cases of Dirty Diaries and Pornfilmfestival Berlin. 
Such visibility was also actualized in The Queer X Show, where a number of 
sex radical performers and activists toured in Europe during the summer of 
2009. In Emilie Jouvet’s Too Much Pussy: Feminist Sluts in the Queer X 
Show and Much More Pussy, the two films documenting The Queer X Show 
tour, there are a number of scenes where the performers in the show claim 
public space, not only on stage, but also for sexual role-play, for instance at a 
cemetery, and for promoting the show.  

In one sequence, three of the women walk towards the camera, down a 
street at night in Paris and start taking off their clothes, announcing that “this 
is a live street strip show.” Queer, feminist and lesbian porn’s participation 
and visibility in the public sphere builds on the second wave feminist open-
ing up of public space for sexual consciousness-raising and empowerment, 
as well as on queer activism’s public manifestations, evident in the explicit 
reference to another Queer Nation slogan in the punk soundtrack to Too 
                                                        
46 Warner, 2002b 14; and 2002a, 86. 
47 Hubbard, 2001, 61. 
48 Nancy Duncan, “Renegotiating Gender and Sexuality in Public and Private Spaces,” in 
Bodyspace: Destabilizing Geographies of Gender and Sexuality, ed. Nancy Duncan (London 
& New York, 1996), 138. 
49 The slogan was used during the Pride march in New York 1990. See for instance Berlant 
and Freeman, “Queer Nationality,” 1997; Rosenberg, 2002, 34-39.   
50 Nick Davis, “The View from the Shortbus, or All Those Fucking Movies,” GLQ, 14:4 
(2008): 623-637; Suzanne Fraser, “Poetic World-Making: Queer as Folk, Counterpublic 
Speech and the ’Reader’,” Sexualities, 9 (2006): 152-170; White, Rich, Clarke and Fung, 
“Queer Publicity,” GLQ, 5:1 (1999): 73-93. 
51 Hansen, “Early Cinema, Late Cinema: Transformations of the Public Sphere [1993],” in 
Viewing Positions, ed. Williams, 1997, 146.  



 124 

Much Pussy and Much More Pussy, declaring that “every time we fuck we 
win!”52 This participation and visibility in public also relates queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography to contemporary discussions about the sexualiza-
tion of the public sphere and blurred boundaries between private and public, 
not least through new media technologies.  

As pointed out in chapter 1, Dirty Diaries reactivates a discussion about 
third wave, or what Wencke Mühleisen calls Nordic new feminism, and its 
relation to mainstream sexualization.53 Third wave feminism is sometimes 
described as altering 1970s consciousness-raising and the idea that the per-
sonal is political into narcissistic striptease and questions of lifestyle and 
consumer rights and citizenship.54 Angela McRobbie problematizes how a 
notion of women’s consumption of and taking pleasure in sex entertainment 
as a sign of feminist success interrelates with “a triumphant neo-liberal 
popular culture [defining] and [organizing] a sexual world.”55 She instead 
calls for analysis of how “popular feminism is absorbed into a more com-
mercial sex industry, making it more acceptable since it now seems to be a 
totally women-friendly phenomenon.”56 Mühleisen critiques a binary opposi-
tion between regarding sexualization as either liberating or repressive. This 
“stands in the way of an understanding of the potential, the problems, and 
the paradoxes concerning mainstream sexualization.”57 She sees in Nordic 
new feminism a participation in mainstream sexualization as a claiming of 
accessibility to feminist discourse in the public sphere. The wide distribution 
and reception of Dirty Diaries demonstrates precisely some of the potential, 
problems and paradoxes involved in claiming public accessibility for queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography.  

                                                        
52From the leaflet “Queers Read This” distributed at pride march in NY, June 1990. Published 
in Rosenberg, 2002, 168. 
53 Mühleisen, “Mainstream Sexualization and the Potential for Nordic New Feminism,” 
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http://www.aestheticsandculture.net/index.php/jac/article/view/4644 (accessed 2011-11-17); 
Sowards and Renegar, 2004. 
55 Angela McRobbie, “Pornographic Permutations,” The Communication Review, 11 (2008): 
230. 
56 McRobbie, 230. See also Lisa Henderson, “Slow Love,” The Communication Review, 11 
(2008): 219-224. 
57 Mühleisen, 2007, 184. 



 125 

Dirty Diaries: public circulation and shifting address 
In her presentation of the project at our first Dirty Diaries meeting at Café 
Copacabana in June 2008, Mia Engberg talks about how the film is planned 
to be distributed and consumed. She emphasizes that, while her previous 
film Selma & Sofie was shot on 35mm film and had a theatrical release, 
Dirty Diaries is primarily produced for DVD consumption at home:  

This is not the kind of film you see in the cinema. You should be able to get 
turned on. That is something private. Everybody says that women do not like 
pornography. Maybe women do like pornography but they do not dare show-
ing it because we are brought up in a certain way. So you should be able to 
buy this and have it at home and watch it with your partner or alone.58 

 
When the DVD is released a bit over a year later it comes in a white paper 
box depicting only a white drop pouring from the top and the letters DIRTY 
DIARIES in black. Besides the DVD case and the disc, the box also contains 
a booklet in thick ground paper with portraits of the filmmakers and presen-
tations of the individual shorts. When Mia Engberg hands out the DVDs at 
our fifth Dirty Diaries meeting in August 2009, she explains that she wanted 
the DVD to be something you can buy in art spaces and be able to put in 
your bookshelf: “nice, simple and a bit secret.”59  
 

 
Dirty Diaries DVD box. 

                                                        
58 Dirty Diaries meeting, 2008-06-12. My translation from Swedish. 
59 Dirty Diaries meeting, 2009-08-25. 
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As such, Dirty Diaries actualizes Juffer’s contention that women’s erot-
ica’s aesthetic address is one crucial condition for providing access and as 
such functions as one of the “forces that enable and constrict her [the indi-
vidual subject’s] movement between sites where sexually explicit materials 
are available and back to the home, where it is consumed.”60 The intent at 
being consumed and kept primarily at the home also aligns Dirty Diaries 
with Juffer’s as well as Williams’ discussions about the new conditions for 
porn consumption that video provided women with.61 However, the Dirty 
Diaries DVD box is also wrapped in a plastic film and a loose sheet with 
thumbnail pictures showing explicit sexual action from the films was at-
tached to the back. Mia Engberg contends that this was a compromise deal 
between her and the distribution company Njutafilms, a company specialized 
in “cult film, classics, children’s film, documentary, quality erotic and art 
house film.”62 She describes how the distributor “thinks we are so un-
commercial and arty that he almost started crying blood when he saw the 
cover – no tits, no nice girls” and how he worried that nobody would buy a 
DVD box where you do not even understand what is inside.63 The sheet with 
the thumbnail pictures was attached in order to show that the film depicts 
naked bodies. Similarly, while Mia Engberg produced a poster featuring the 
same image of a white drop as the DVD box, Njutafilms produced a poster 
featuring a (restaged) film still from Authority where one woman sits on the 
face of another and pulls down her panties over the other woman’s face.  

These negotiations and compromises between Mia Engberg and Nju-
tafilms testify to Dirty Diaries’ belonging to different contexts of produc-
tion, distribution and consumption. Through its financial support from the 
Swedish Film Institute and distribution through Njutafilms the film belongs 
both to a context of Swedish “quality” short film production and to a context 
of underground cinephilia.64 Furthermore, the film’s wide circulation has 
also resulted in different marketing strategies and framings of the project, as 
well as in many different discussions and reactions. Thus, while produced 
primarily for DVD consumption and while it had a limited theatrical release 
of only three screenings (including the premiere) at Bio Rio in Stockholm, 
Dirty Diaries has screened vastly in different exhibition contexts in Sweden 
as well as abroad. The shorts have circulated between prestigious short film 
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61 Juffer, 172-175; Williams, 1999, 229-264. 
62 “Om Njutafilms,” Njutafilms website, http://www.njutafilms.nu/ (accessed 2011-11-19). 
63 Dirty Diaries meeting, 2009-08-25. My translation from Swedish. 
64 See discussion in chapter 1. See also Nick Davis, 629. In an article about Shortbus (John 
Cameron Mitchell, 2006) as belonging to a counter public consisting of explicit sexual art 
house films, Nick Davis points out that these often depend on the national and capitalist struc-
tures that they also critique, “not just as fundamental objects of contestation but for financing 
and circulation, especially in countries like Canada, France, and Great Britain, where state 
monies often feed the budget of these heretical texts.” 



 127 

festivals such as Clermont-Ferrand in France, documentary film festivals 
such as CPH:dox in Copenhagen, alternative erotic film festivals such as 
MIX NYC in New York and Perv Filmfestival in Sydney, do-it-yourself 
festivals such as FilmIdyll in Stockholm, Ladyfest in Zagreb and Gender-
benderfestival in Bologna, as well as in museum and conference contexts.65  

In these many different distribution and exhibition contexts Dirty Diaries 
has been marketed and discussed in a number of different ways. For in-
stance, when the film in June 2010 had its theatrical release in 15 cinemas 
throughout France, distributed by the company KMBO, it was marketed with 
a poster of a bare-breasted woman resembling “Marianne” of the French 
revolution.66 In reviews in several major papers and film journals Dirty Dia-
ries was discussed, mainly in positive terms, in relation to mainstream and 
amateur porn, as well as to underground and experimental cinema.67 When 
the film was screened at Paris Porn Film Fest, the French version of Porn-
filmfestival Berlin, a “Porn studies day” at the School for Advanced Studies 
of Social Sciences preceded the festival.68 One of the attending filmmakers 
from Dirty Diaries observed that the discussions at the Porn Film Fest 
formed part of a subcultural discourse on post porn whereas the broader pub-
lic interest seemed more concerned with mainstream porn.69 Dirty Diaries 
testifies to Hansen’s as well as Juffer’s emphasis on how different reception 
sites, practices and situations shape different meanings, not least as the 
film’s address changed in different contexts. My own participation in and 
observations from a number of different situations of reception further dem-
onstrate how a wide range of different meanings and experiences of Dirty 
Diaries were shaped and articulated in different contexts. Within these the 
figure of safe space was also mobilized in different ways. In the following I 
account for three examples.  

                                                        
65 See appendix for a list of Dirty Diaries screenings. 
66 The first version of this poster featured a female Che Guevara with naked breasts, but was 
exchanged to Marianne, due to copyright issues. 
67 Premiere, June 2010; Cahiers du Cinema, June 2010; Libération, 2010-06-30; Le Monde, 
2010-06-30. 
68 Paris Porn Film Fest website, http://parispornfilmfest.com (accessed 2010-08-03). 
69 Email received from Jennifer Rainsford, 2010-07-27. 
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Dirty Diaries poster by Njutafilms. 
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French Dirty Diaries poster by KMBO. 
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Cinemateket, Stockholm, 17 November 2009 
In November 2009, the Swedish cinematheque, Cinemateket, which forms 
part of the Swedish Film Institute, screened Dirty Diaries in the theater 
Klarabiografen in Kulturhuset (The Culture Center) in Stockholm. I was 
invited to give a short introduction before the film. When I arrived I was 
struck by the line outside the movie theater: it consisted to a considerable 
extent of single, middle-aged men in trench coats. I exchanged some amused 
comments with the staff of Cinemateket on how well this fulfilled the stereo-
typical image of traditional porn audiences.70 The director of Cinemateket, 
Lova Hagerfors pointed out that this demographic segment is also a well-
represented category among Cinemateket’s members as such. She was also 
very pleased that a lot of young women had become members in order to get 
tickets to the screening this evening. This was only the fourth public screen-
ing of Dirty Diaries in Stockholm since the release and it was soon sold out. 
Inside the theater it took some time before the seats were filled. Single seats 
in between the middle-aged men in trench coats remained unoccupied for a 
while. Eventually, the audience settled down and I was introduced and in-
vited to give my short introduction. In my talk I commented on how unusual 
it was to screen porn in movie theaters nowadays, in contrast to the situation 
during the so-called “golden age of porn.”71 Several of the middle-aged men 
in the audience nodded knowingly. The rest of my introduction stressed that 
Dirty Diaries and the concept of feminist porn implied a critique against 
conventional representations of sexuality and gender. During this part I felt 
instead as if I addressed the young women in the audience. I became very 
aware that I talked to an audience with many different frames of reference. 

During the screening the audience was quieter compared to other screen-
ings where, in particular, the animation Dildoman and the mockumentary 
Body Contact, as the forth and fifth films in order after sexually explicit and 
detailed images in Skin, Fruitcake and Night Time, have produced loud and 
relieved laughter. There was no time assigned to questions after the film and 
very few audience members came up to me as I waited in the foyer after-
wards in case anyone would want to give comments or ask anything. My 
general impression from this screening was that the audience was friendly 
and interested, but also reserved and modest. It seemed not to be an audience 
accustomed to queer, feminist and lesbian porn or to public screenings of 
porn as such. I interpreted the quiet and reserved response as a result of un-
familiarity with this film culture and perhaps as insecurity about how to 

                                                        
70 Williams, 1999, 99. Williams refers to this stereotype as “the raincoat brigade – furtive, 
middle-aged men who went to see the exploitation fare, the beaver films, and whatever else 
was becoming legal on the big screen in the late sixties and early seventies, and so named for 
their presumed masturbatory activity under raincoats.”   
71 Larsson, 2007, 99. Larsson claims that the concept of the golden age of porn can describe 
both an American and a Swedish context. 
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properly react to and think about the films. I also understood the withheld 
response in relation to the specific setting of this evening’s screening: Cine-
mateket as an extension of the Swedish Film Institute and the objective to 
promote “quality” film, as well as Klarabiografen in Kulturhuset, a promi-
nent cultural institution in Stockholm.  

Hamburg International Short Film Festival, 1-7 June 2010 
At Hamburg International Short Film Festival in June 2010, Dirty Diaries 
was screened as a special programme.72 When I arrived at the festival center 
the afternoon before the first out of two screenings, the first thing I saw was 
a notice announcing that the screening was sold out. The audience at that 
night’s screening in the small theater B-Movie was young and seemed cheer-
ful and excited. People were drinking beer and talking during the screening. 
Afterwards I announced that I was interested in audience comments, but 
nobody spontaneously came up to me. I approached a group of women in the 
small theater bar who seemed to be discussing the film. They expressed 
many mixed feelings about the film. In particular, they discussed the film in 
relation to representations of lesbians. They felt one problem with the shorts 
was that they reproduced stereotypical images of lesbians as “shorthaired” 
and “masculine.”73 This would only add to the audience’s prejudice against 
lesbians. At the same time they found some of the films “sexy” and “hot,” 
although they hesitated to call it pornography. One of the women found that 
the films were almost “too real” and “intimate.” As such, these women en-
gaged in major discussions that make up this interpretive community, re-
garding notions such as positive and negative images and authenticity, as 
highlighted in chapter 3.  

Two nights later the film screened in the festival’s largest theater Me-
tropolis where it also gathered the largest audience of the festival.74 Because 
of the large size of the theater it was hard to pinpoint the general response 
during the screening. The Q&A in which I and two other filmmakers from 
the project participated was dominated by men defining what they consid-
ered to be pornography and objecting to the feminist purposes of the project. 
Not many women took part of these discussions, but afterwards many of the 
women in the audience stayed and shared their predominantly very positive 
experiences of the films and thoughts on the topic of feminist porn with us. 
In the large mixed-audience theater the practice of ending the screening with 
a Q&A did not seem to produce favorable conditions for women’s agency 

                                                        
72 According to Hamburg International Short Film Festival’s website the festival has an audi-
ence of around 14 000 and screens 400 films,  
http://festival.shortfilm.com/index.php?id=festivalnews&L=1 (accessed 2011-10-21). 
73 Dirty Diaries screening, Hamburg Short Film Festival at B-Movie, 2010-06-03. 
74 Dirty Diaries screening, Hamburg Short Film Festival at Metropolis, 2010-06-05. 
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and public participation. However, this “theater” experience did not seem to 
prevent a positive “film” experience, in Hansen’s terms. Furthermore, as one 
of the festival’s “special programmes” Dirty Diaries was given attention in 
the festival nightclub, where the organizers had set up a “darkroom,” in 
“honor of” Dirty Diaries, as one of the festival directors jokingly told us. 
Made provisionally out of thin plywood with “glory holes” and set up right 
next to the bar, it seemed more of a joke than designed for actual sexual en-
counters. However, along with the inclusion of Dirty Diaries in the festival 
as such, it also suggested a blurring of boundaries between underground sex 
cultures and “overground” publicity in the present sexualized public sphere.  

Malmö högskola, 7 September 2009 
An open lecture at Malmö University, Malmö högskola, an evening in Sep-
tember 2009, the week after the release of Dirty Diaries, serves as a third 
example of how different sites, practices and situations shape different 
meanings and experiences of queer, feminist and lesbian porn. The “Shift 
lectures” are a series of lectures aiming at identifying and providing perspec-
tives on current phenomena. For the lecture “Dirty Diaries and female porn” 
the organizers invited the well-established British porn director Anna Span, 
the porn researcher Mariah Larsson, and Joanna Rytel and me from Dirty 
Diaries. We each gave a short presentation. Span showed clips from her 
films and Rytel and I our Dirty Diaries films, Flasher Girl on Tour and 
Phone Fuck. The audience in the lecture hall, which consisted largely of 
students and young people, were given the opportunity to ask questions after 
each presentation. The dark large auditorium, the spotlights and our headset 
microphones made the space seem somewhat anonymous and the audience 
hard to get a clear sense of, but in general the atmosphere was respectful and 
interested.  

The lecture was also broadcasted directly on Malmö högskola’s website 
where people could participate in a chat and ask questions through the web 
moderator. When I read the chat log a few weeks after the lecture I realized 
that this online and interactive ambition had failed, partly because of the low 
quality of image and sound that many participants in the chat complained 
about, but mainly because the chat quickly turned into a forum for aggres-
sive sexist and racist remarks such as: “feminist porn, I guess that means 
there is an ugly hairy auntie who sleeps with immigrants.”75 Another excerpt 
reads: 

lolboll: why couldn’t they have made animal porn instead? 

                                                        
75 Chat log received by email from project coordinator Evelina Mildner Lindén, 2009-10-06. 
[My translation from Swedish.] 
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lolboll: 350 thousand to buy horses and shit for76 
K: lolboll: that would have been liberated for real 
Karl-Bengt: feminist animal porn  
Rimjob: batik witches fucked by horses :)  
K: to bongo drums, on möllan77 
K: in multiculti bitches dresses 
Rimjob: feces squirting like confetti  

 
Set up as an occasion for discussion and analysis in an academic context, the 
particular reception site(s), practices and situation of the “Shift lecture” re-
sulted in the most disturbing responses out of all the Dirty Diaries screen-
ings I attended over the course of almost one year.78 Rather than reflecting on 
the content in the lectures or the films, the participants in this web discussion 
seemed to be triggered more by the topic of feminism and pornography as 
such, by each other and by the opportunity to publicly articulate racist, ho-
mophobic and sexist sentiments.79 The discussion was largely formulated as 
a reaction, or protest, precisely to the fact that we who participated in this 
lecture were given public space and visibility for feminist discussions: “back 
in the days bitches like this were drilled in the head, now they’re on TV 
shouting all the time.” While Dirty Diaries’ wide circulation through differ-
ent distribution and consumption contexts demonstrates how queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography as a counter public claims and provides visibility, 
accessibility and publicity for counter discourses on sexuality and gender, 
the chat log from Malmö högskola also demonstrates that a trajectory from 
margins to public and mainstream sexualization is not without “paradoxes 
and problems,” in Mühleisen’s words, including, most crucially, putting the 
figure of safe space at stake.   

Intertwining intimate and counter public trajectories 
Hubbard rejects the “conceptualization of public space as representing a 
democratic space where marginalized groups can seek to oppose oppressive 
aspects of heteronormality,” and the idea that “having free access to public 
space represents the achievement of full citizenship.”80 He problematizes the 
trajectory from marginalization to public visibility and asks whether it is not 

                                                        
76 “350 thousand” refers to the amount of money that Dirty Diaries was first supported with 
from the Swedish Film Institute.  
77 “Möllan” refers to an area in Malmö, Möllevången, known for its ethnic diversity. 
78 Mia Engberg received hateful emails already during the production phase. For a discussion 
about gender, sexuality and the Internet, see Janne Bromseth and Jenny Sundén, “Queering 
Internet Studies: Intersections of Gender and Sexuality,” in The Handbook of Internet Studies, 
ed. Robert Burnett, Mia Consalvo, and Charles Ess (Blackwell Publishing, 2010), 270-299. 
79 See Sara Ahmed, “Affective Economies,” Social Text 79, 22: 2 (2004): 117-139. 
80 Hubbard, 63. 
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more privacy rather than publicity that dissident sexualities need.81 The wide 
circulation of Dirty Diaries in different contexts illustrates Mühleisen’s con-
tention that feminist accessibility and participation in mainstream sexualiza-
tion involve potential as well as problems and paradoxes. Public visibility 
and participation expand and increase access to this film culture and thus the 
potential for providing a new “experiential horizon,” in Hansen’s words, for 
viewers who may not have come across this film culture otherwise.82 How-
ever, it also runs the risk of delimiting conditions for agency, such as during 
the Q&A at Metropolis in Hamburg, where women did not participate in the 
public discussion to the same extent that men did. At Cinemateket in Stock-
holm members of the younger, female part of the audience seemed hesitant 
to sit down in between the single middle-aged men in the theater. In Malmö 
the online participation and accessibility of this film culture opened up for 
hateful assaults. My own embodied experiences in different situations of 
screening and discussing Dirty Diaries have at times felt more as exposure 
than as participating in affirming and protected environments. I have found 
myself in situations that made me question the very point of addressing other 
audiences than the ones that this film culture aims at empowering, audiences 
that cannot relate to queer, feminist and lesbian activist cultures and where 
my position could only be one of defense.83 These experiences, however, 
have also formed a crucial part of the research material and have prompted 
analysis. Without denying or diminishing the privilege of my position as a 
researcher participating in a most interesting and exciting project and being 
invited to talk about this at a number of occasions, I find that my own expe-
riences of exposure in these situations has laid important ground for this 
chapter’s conceptualization of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as 
embodying a tension between counter public challenging and intimate public 
affirmation. This tension has been actualized also in Marit Östberg’s inter-
view accounts of her experiences of participating in this film culture as di-
rector and performer, debater and consciousness-raising group organizer, in 
Berlin and in Sweden.  

“I wanted to use my body in my queer activism” 
Questions of public participation, safety and exposure form a large part of 
the seven interviews I made with Marit Östberg, from the beginning of her 
involvement in this film culture and over the course of almost three years 

                                                        
81 Hubbard, 64. See also Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London & 
New York: Routledge, 1993); Beverley Skeggs, “Matter out of place: visibility and sexualities 
in leisure spaces,” Leisure Studies, 18 (1999): 213-232. 
82 Hansen, 1991, 117. 
83 This refers in particular to a panel discussion on “Sex in Media” at Publicistklubben 
Malmö, 2009-09-28. 
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where she directed three films and performed in three, of which one was her 
own Dirty Diaries film Authority.84 Her case illustrates that participation in 
this interpretive community often involves a number of different practices 
and activities, blurring the boundaries between cultural producers, activists 
and audiences. Marit Östberg and I know each other and have shared an 
interest in queer, feminist and lesbian porn for many years. The interviews I 
made with her often took the form of conversations and comparisons of our 
different experiences and reflections of this film culture. As such, Marit 
Östberg has contributed greatly to the theorizing of the issues in this chapter. 
Her shifting experiences and conceptualizations of queer, feminist and les-
bian pornography during these years illustrate the complex dynamic and 
interrelatedness of the two trajectories of intimate public recognition and 
counter public visibility. In her accounts these trajectories are intertwined 
from the beginning.  

When I first interview Marit Östberg over Skype in August 2008, shortly 
after she has moved to Berlin from Stockholm, she has just, for the first time, 
participated as a performer in a film directed by Emilie Jouvet. She describes 
how she finds Jouvet’s One Night Stand to be one of the best “dyke porn 
films” and when Jouvet asked her if she wanted to perform in her new film 
she decided to do so.85 She had then just decided to make a film of her own 
for Dirty Diaries and was in a period where she “thought a lot about [her] 
own participation in film.” She describes her decision to perform in Jouvet’s 
film as a matter both of breaking a cultural dichotomy and of changing her 
own personal way of feeling in relation to sex. 

I think it is interesting to break the dichotomy filmmaker-porn actress (that as 
filmmaker I am not just a viewing eye). But also… there is so much prejudice 
precisely with being a porn actress – I wanted to break with my own prudish-
ness in some sense.86  

 
In her account “prejudice” is linked to her own sense of “prudishness.” She 
further explains:   

I think lesbian/queer porn is very important, to show different sexualities and 
different forms of shooting/representing sexualities and bodies. I think Emilie 
Jouvet does this in a good way and I decided that I wanted to use my body in 
my queer activism (just as I write, walk in demonstrations and will make my 

                                                        
84 During these years Marit Östberg directed the films Uniform (2008) and Authority (2009) 
for Dirty Diaries and later Share (2010). She performed in Authority and in a film by Emilie 
Jouvet during the summer of 2008, a project that was later cancelled. She also performed in 
Cheryl Dunye’s feature Mommy Is Coming (2012). In October 2011 she completed a new 
film, Sisterhood.  
85 Interview with Marit Östberg over Skype, 2008-08-11. My translation from Swedish. 
86 Ibid. 
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own film). Another reason was personal – that I wanted to work with my rela-
tion to guilt and shame and sexuality and publicity.87 

 
Marit Östberg also explains that the audience she imagines for her perform-
ance in Jouvet’s film is her own queer community and that it is important “to 
make ‘alternative’ sexualities visible to us.”  In line with other research sub-
jects’ accounts, she finds it “important that ‘those like me’ can identify with 
bodies and sexuality” and “to expand the world and understandings of sexu-
ality.” This entails “affirming lust, create curiosity and wanting to explore 
sexuality.” “I think that it is empowering,” she writes. Furthermore, she de-
scribes how during the filming she “felt safe” and to her surprise felt that the 
camera “became a part of the sex” and that she liked it, “the thought of being 
horny and full of lust for others.” She describes the camera as “a ‘kind’ eye – 
an eye that wanted me to take pleasure.” I ask her to clarify her thoughts 
about this “kind eye,” and she writes: “The good eye I guess I mean is the 
room where sexuality like mine is allowed to take up space, is affirmed and 
explodes room. Explodes narrow understandings of sexuality.” I ask if there 
is also “an evil eye” that “limits the sexual expression” and Marit Östberg 
answers: “Yes maybe, for me there has been sorrow in my sexuality, taboos, 
limitations. Fear. So unnecessary that people walk around feeling like that 
when it so fantastic. To show lust is a most important thing.” Her articulation 
of feelings of safety, of being affirmed and allowed to take up space with her 
sexuality, in contrast to feelings of sorrow, shame and fear, resonates with 
Jennifer’s and other research subjects’ accounts and again invokes Berlant’s 
description of intimate publics as places for consolation, recognition and 
reflection. Her account also invokes Fraser’s definition of counter publics as 
arenas for formulating “oppositional interpretations” and Warner’s discus-
sion about “rival modes of publicness.” Marit Östberg discusses her personal 
experiences of affirmation and empowerment – also in the particular situa-
tion of her own performance in Jouvet’s film – in relation to a wider context 
of “narrow understandings of sexuality.”  

The struggle to overcome guilt and shame and the interrelatedness of per-
sonal development and public activism are recurring questions throughout 
our conversations. In October 2009 we do our fifth interview in Berlin where 
we will both have our Dirty Diaries films screened at the Pornfilmfestival. I 
interview Marit Östberg in her small flat a few blocks from the festival thea-
ter the afternoon before our films will be screened. Marit Östberg, who has 
recently shot, but not yet edited the film Share, contends that making porn 
also as director is important to her own sexuality and that her thoughts about 
sex have developed also by being close to other bodies who “lived out their 
sexuality without guilt and shame.”88 She talks about how this “room” allows 

                                                        
87 Ibid. 
88 Interview with Marit Östberg, Berlin, 2009-10-24. My translation from Swedish. 



 137 

her to “develop as a human being” and about how sexuality becomes a kind 
of “energy” because it is about “lust.” She explains: “It means a lot to me to 
be in this room because… I have been so much of an activist… in my days 
and never before found this kind of room where like the driving force is 
lust.” When we meet this time it has been a couple of months since the re-
lease of Dirty Diaries and from my own experiences of representing the 
project in several different contexts during these months I am interested in 
discussing how the film culture is shaped differently in different contexts 
and what it means to make this sexual culture public. Marit Östberg talks 
about a column she is about to write for the Swedish paper Kom Ut (“Come 
Out”) where she will articulate her ideas about performing in porn in relation 
to “the assumption that showing your body and sexuality would be the most 
exposing thing you could do.” “For me, to write a text is much more expos-
ing than to show my body,” she says. She talks about the differences be-
tween the Swedish queer activist context, which she describes as “academic” 
and the queer activist context she finds in Berlin. She finds that the Swedish 
context “talks about the body the whole time but there is a very strong taboo 
in showing your sexuality and your body. What is important is to show your 
thoughts and your intellect.”89 Marit Östberg states that to her at this point: 
“the most political and subversive in all of this is not those thoughts but pre-
cisely to let go.” If Berlant contends that intimate publics often lack political 
aspirations, Marit Östberg’s account, on the other hand raises questions 
about how activism may lack “lust” and “energy.” The interrelation between 
the trajectories of intimate and counter publics here also involves a negotia-
tion between body and intellect. Marit Östberg’s accounts articulate a ten-
sion between, on the one hand, lust and body, and on the other hand, activ-
ism and intellect, but also a struggle to overcome this tension. 

Nevertheless, if at this point Marit Östberg wrote in her column for Kom 
Ut that: “to have sex in front of a camera does not equal exposing all you 
have,” some months later she found herself overwhelmed with guilt and 
shame as she sat in the audience during the screening of her film Authority 
and three other Dirty Diaries films at London Lesbian and Gay Film Festival 
in March 2010.90 I see her at the short film festival in Hamburg a few months 
later. We settle down for an interview (our sixth) at a café outside the film 
festival center the afternoon before the main screening of Dirty Diaries. She 
describes how during the screening in London she felt as if she was no 

                                                        
89 She gives an example from an article she has published in the Swedish magazine Ottar 
where she writes about performing in her own film. She had written that she performed in her 
own film, not just because it was difficult to find performers and not just because she was an 
exhibitionist, but also because she wanted to question who stands behind and who stands in 
front of the camera. When the article is published it says: “I am not performing in the film 
because it is difficult to find performers, I am not because I am an exhibitionist. I play in the 
film because I want to question who stands behind and who stands in front of the camera.” 
90 Marit Östberg, “Hjälteporr,” Kom ut, 3 (2009), 45.  
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longer as strong as she had felt when she decided to make the film and per-
form in it herself and as she felt when writing articles about this experience 
at Newsmill, in Kom Ut and in other papers.91 She felt as if she had made a 
choice that implied that she had “excluded” herself from other opportunities 
in life, that she would be excluded from everything she had built up before, 
such as possibly continuing an academic career.92 She also felt she could no 
longer see the difference between the porn she was involved in and the larger 
sexualization of the public sphere. She describes how around this same time, 
she also started to google herself and realized that the search results for her 
name included “just a lot of naked bodies.” Marit Östberg relates this experi-
ence of crisis to a depression related to other factors in her life. She says that 
this made her feel not strong enough to “separate all the roles I had taken – 
the performer, the filmmaker and the debater… I could not carry them all.” 
Importantly, her feelings of shame and crisis were not related to the recep-
tion site or situation. On the contrary, she emphasizes that the atmosphere at 
the festival and in the movie theater was “supportive” and that she got a very 
positive response from people coming up afterwards telling her that they 
“loved” her film. Returning to Berlin after this experience Marit Östberg 
decided to call together a group of “other queer porn performers” with a 
similar “activist background” as herself. She describes this as a feminist base 
group where they share and discuss their different experiences in order to 
help and empower each other:  

It means… a lot to have a context where you… do not feel alone and where 
you do not have to be strong the whole time, [where] you can bring out your 
threatening clouds and… difficult situations you’ve been in, but also to have 
this political ground to stand on together and build something together.93 

 
The last two times I interview Marit Östberg, both times in my apartment in 
Stockholm, in September 2010 and June 2011, she further reflects on the 
“risks” involved in a wider public accessibility of this film culture and of 
losing the link to the subculture. “There is actually a rather hard world out 
there, outside of our bubble… you have to protect yourself from that,” she 
says.94 She says that she has realized that the “politics,” as well as the “self-
critique” is what makes this film culture meaningful to her, not to “make 
porn for its own sake.” She says that although, when she first got involved in 
this film culture, she was carried away by the empowering experiences of 
focusing on the body and on lust and “not having to be political,” she has 

                                                        
91 Marit Östberg, “Rätt att ge skattepengar till feministisk porr,” Aftonbladet, 2009-09-05, 
http://www.aftonbladet.se/debatt/debattamnen/samhalle/article5741067.ab (accessed 2009-09-
08); Marit Östberg, “Nu kör vi!”,  Ottar, 3 (2009): 20-23. 
92 Interview with Marit Östberg, Hamburg, 2010-06-05. 
93 Interview with Marit Östberg, Hamburg, 2010-06-05. My translation from Swedish. 
94 Interview with Marit Östberg, Stockholm, 2010-09-28. My translation from Swedish. 
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now realized that these are “not possible to separate.” She also stresses how 
these experiences and especially the subcultural context and consciousness-
raising group in Berlin have made her regain a new sense of strength. Marit 
Östberg’s accounts illustrate both a counter public trajectory of activist par-
ticipation and visibility in public, but also a reverse trajectory back to a small 
feminist base group, to an intimate context for recognition and affirmation. 
Throughout the all in all eight interviews I made with her the notions of in-
timate and counter public are evoked as well as intertwined.  
 
*** 
The examples discussed in this chapter, Jennifer’s account of lesbian por-
nography in the context of Club LASH, Dirty Diaries’ different distribution 
sites and marketing strategies, my own accounts of different reception situa-
tions and Marit Östberg’s account of her practices of participation in this 
film culture over the course of three years, all testify to how the meanings of 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography shift and are shaped differently in 
different contexts. While Jennifer’s experience of lesbian porn took place 
within the context of Club LASH, Dirty Diaries has circulated in contexts 
that are much more accessible to the public, which has produced a range of 
different responses. Many of these contexts, such as the ones discussed 
above, are not, unlike Club LASH, Pornfilmfestival Berlin and a number of 
other contexts where Dirty Diaries has been screened, primarily set up for 
engaging in queer, feminist and lesbian sexual culture and activism. To some 
extent all of these screenings were characterized by a slightly awkward and 
hesitant, but still interested atmosphere. What also characterized these 
screenings was that participation was differentiated in the sense that the 
blurred boundaries between audience, activist and cultural producer were 
reinstalled, positing the audience as onlookers and filmmakers as debaters. 
Crucially, in Malmö högskola’s chat forum participation implied something 
very different. These examples illustrate how accessibility in mainstream 
sexualization involves potential, as well as problems and paradoxes.  

Furthermore, while the examples discussed in this chapter support Juf-
fer’s contention that different pornographic texts need to be discussed in 
relation to the specific sites where they circulate and not as a matter of indi-
vidual reader agency and interpretation, they also raise questions precisely 
about how different readers produce different meanings of texts, depending 
on their different positions and practices of participation within this interpre-
tive community, as well as on their individual backgrounds and histories. 
Participants’ different positions and practices in these contexts, such as per-
forming or being part of an audience, also provide different conditions for 
access and agency, and feelings of safety and exposure. As such, not only do 
different sites, practices and situations provide different conditions of access 
and agency, but also, different bodies are preconditioned in different and 
shifting ways. As an intimate public, queer, feminist and lesbian pornogra-
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phy bring together subjects sharing a certain “emotional knowledge” about 
“a certain kind of being in the world,” as Berlant puts it. The “common his-
torical experience” articulated in this interpretive community concerns a 
“core interest and desire” for a safe space for sexual empowerment. In Jenni-
fer’s case her background in the porn industry and sense of having “bad self-
esteem” and “a lot of complexes” provided specific conditions for her expe-
riences of lesbian pornography in the context of Club LASH. In Marit 
Östberg’s account her understandings of her “identity, interests and needs,” 
in Fraser’s words, also changed and shifted over the years, not least through 
her involvement in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. As such, differ-
ent bodies shape different meanings of pornographic texts, but also, queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography shape these bodies. The next chapter dis-
cusses these processes more in depth.  
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5. Carnal fantasizing: embodied spectatorship  

When I attended the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in October 2010 I had a deeply 
ambiguous experience. I went to see the film Much More Pussy by the 
French director Emilie Jouvet.1 Much More Pussy is the second film Jouvet 
made from the footage documenting the burlesque performance show The 
Queer X Show, where a group of seven sex radical women toured Europe in 
a mini-bus during the summer of 2009. While the first film Too Much Pussy: 
Feminist Sluts in the Queer X Show focuses on the performances and discus-
sions between the women, the second film, Much More Pussy, focuses more 
on the sexual encounters that occurred during their tour, between the women 
in the show and other people that they met along the way. I had attended The 
Queer X Show when they performed in Stockholm during the Pride festival 
in August 2009 and was excited to see what Jouvet had made of the material. 
Together with a friend I settled down towards the front of the theater at 
Moviemento in the Kreuzberg district, the main location of the Pornfilmfes-
tival Berlin. The theater soon became crowded. Jouvet, as well as some of 
the women from the show were also present. This was the first public 
screening of the film. A man sat down next to my friend and from the very 
start I noticed the unwelcome way he looked and smiled at her. My friend 
started to fidget about and held her arms tight around herself. I asked her if 
she wanted me to tell him to back off, she said: “no it’s okay.” Then the film 
started and I was absorbed by the tremendous force of these women’s inti-
mate interactions, by the intensity of their different experiences and thoughts 
on gender and sexuality that they share with each other and bring into sexual 
role-play and by the careful responsiveness and participative presence of 
Jouvet’s camera. During these 90 minutes I had one of my most powerful 
film experiences within this film culture and at this festival that I had been 
participating in both as filmmaker and researcher since it was started in 
2006. Afterwards, as I left the theater, I realized that I had not noticed any 
fidgeting indicating that my friend had still been uncomfortable during the 
screening. I did not get the chance to ask her then but in my mind I thought 
that perhaps it was not just that I had been completely overwhelmed by the 
film and unaware of what happened next to me. Perhaps the man stopped 
once the film started. Perhaps he lost his rude courage once he was con-
fronted with the fierce women in the film, with the control they possessed 

                                                        
1 Much More Pussy, screening at Pornfilmfestival Berlin, 2010-10-29. 
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over their sexualities and bodies. This was the fantasy I wanted to believe 
and chose to take with me from this experience when I returned to Sweden. 
Because if, as the film’s punk soundtrack repeatedly declares, quoting Queer 
Nation’s 1990 manifesto – “every time we fuck we win” – this man should 
not. Or was this man in fact the symbolic “winner” of the sexualized public 
sphere enabling this film festival? Most crucially, this experience directed 
attention to how different social subjects participate in the sexualized public 
on different terms. 

As this example demonstrates, and as argued throughout chapter 4, expe-
riences and meanings of queer, feminist and lesbian porn are not a matter of 
isolated acts of interpretation and reader agency, but are located in and 
shaped by specific sites, practices and situations. The meaning of queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography is in Miriam Hansen’s words shaped both 
by the theater experience and by the film experience. At play in my experi-
ence of Much More Pussy were, in Hansen’s words, “multiple and dynamic 
transactions” between the space of the screen and the space of the theater, as 
well as between this film culture’s function as both an intimate public and as 
a counter public.2 As pointed out in chapter 4, queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography both claims visibility and accessibility in the public for counter 
discourses on sexuality and gender, and provides affective affirmation and 
recognition. In my experience at the screening in Berlin these two functions 
clashed. The public sharing of an intimate project of sexual recognition, self-
discovery and empowerment seemed to also play into the hands of dominant 
gender and sexual structures and result in women’s exposure and unsafety.  

While the previous chapter discussed how specific screening contexts 
shape different meanings and experiences of queer, feminist and lesbian 
porn, this chapter accounts more for the relation between films and viewers 
in this interpretive community and analyzes the embodied and psychic proc-
esses that this relation involves. It focuses on research subject’s accounts of 
film experiences and discusses how queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
shapes embodied subjectivities. I address this question through the work of 
Linda Williams, Vivian Sobchack and Teresa de Lauretis on embodied spec-
tatorship and Sara Ahmed’s work on queer orientations. I contend that as a 
collective political fantasy, queer, feminist and lesbian pornography has the 
potential to touch, shape and (re)orient its viewers and make new worlds 
imaginable and come into reach.  
 

                                                        
2 Hansen, 1991, 118. 
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Gendered and sexualized body experiences 
A few months after the screening of Much More Pussy I emailed my friend 
in Berlin asking her what had really happened during the screening. She 
answered that the man had put his arm at the armrest, then slowly moved it 
closer to her body and touched her. She writes:  

The hand was there throughout the film, on the armrest. At some point I put 
his hand back at the armrest since it had landed on my side of it. The person 
did not seem to realize that he did something that made me feel uneasy. When 
I looked at him, he seemed to have the coziest time ever, seemed mostly 
happy that I looked at him.3  

 
In her account of the history of moving-image sex, Williams argues that 
through public screenings of sexual images in American movie theaters 
since the 1960s, bodies have become “habituated to diverse qualities and 
kinds of sexual experiences” and that “sexual sensations previously viewed 
as private” become socially integrated.4 She contends that “where sexual 
arousal was once deemed antithetical to all civilized public culture, now, 
through screening sex, our bodies are not simply shocked into states of 
arousal but habituated and opened up to this changing environment in newly 
socialized ways.”5 Referencing Hansen’s discussion about Walter Benja-
min’s notion of innervation, of the body as a “porous interface between the 
organism and the world,” Williams describes screening sex not just as a 
shock of modernity or eros but also as play, where “playing at sex, too, is a 
way of habituating our bodies to a newly sexualized world.”6 

In Foucault’s terms we are disciplined into new forms of socialized arousal in 
the company of others, but in (Hansen’s understanding of) Benjamin’s terms 
we are more than just disciplined; we may also learn to play at sex the way a 
child might play at being a windmill or a train by incorporating more subtle 
forms of psychic energy through motoric stimulation.7  

 
According to Williams then, screening sex functions both as a technology 
disciplining and educating viewers into specific forms of arousal and desire 
and as a more open and undisciplined process and space for imagination. As 
pointed out in previous chapters, the interpretive community of queer, femi-
nist and lesbian pornography is also made up by such discipline and play at 
sex, through the sexpert tradition as it is actualized in films, but also in 
workshops on fisting, bondage and safe sex at Pornfilmfestival Berlin. In her 
                                                        
3 Email received 2011-02-17. My translation from Swedish. 
4 Williams, 2008, 18. 
5 Williams, 2008, 18. 
6 Williams, 2008, 18. Williams quotes Miriam Hansen’s article, “Benjamin and Cinema: Not 
a One Way Street,” Critical Inquiry, 25:2 (1999): 317.   
7 Williams, 2008, 18. 
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discussion about the feminist masturbation discourse of the 1970s, Jane Juf-
fer similarly points out that the “‘liberation’ of the home as a site of mastur-
batory activity” also came with “its own set of regulatory codes,” such as “a 
certain hierarchy of appropriate masturbatory activity and kinds of fantasy 
material.”8 Intimate publics, as Berlant also puts it, provide both consolation 
and discipline.9  

My experience at the screening of Much More Pussy in Berlin highlights 
that discipline, habituation and “socialized arousal in the company of others” 
need to be understood in relation to the specific bodies involved and their 
location in gendered and sexual power structures, as these also intersect with 
class and race.10 In this situation, socialized arousal and regulatory codes 
included sexual harassment. Thus, for different bodies to be “habituated and 
opened up” to sexualized environments has different meanings and implica-
tions and rules for play are differently conditioned. As Iris Marion Young 
puts it in her discussion about female body experience, “[t]o open her body 
in free, active, open extension and bold outward-directedness is for a women 
to invite objectification.”11 In Ann Cvetkovich’s work on trauma, sexuality 
and lesbian public cultures, she stresses that vulnerability, openness and 
receptivity is both a risk and an effort. It is “a privilege that is often unavail-
able and harder to achieve than the conventional stereotype of women as 
sentimental would have it.”12  

Feminist phenomenologists have highlighted that how we live and feel 
our bodies is not unconditioned by gender. Rather, in de Lauretis’ words, 
“the body is a gender symptom in that it bears the inscription of gender and 
speaks it back through the subject’s very senses, through the perceptual ap-
paratus that constitutes the bodily ego.”13 Building on the work of the soci-
ologist Gesa Lindemann, de Lauretis discusses the process through which 
perception becomes gendered.14 She analyzes the experience of a pre-op 
transsexual woman called Verena at a public women’s toilet. When she 
hears another woman enter the toilet, Verena all of a sudden cannot pee out 
of fear that she will be perceived of as a man. When she hears the other 
woman peeing she relaxes and is again able to pee. De Lauretis describes 
this process as a negotiation between the image Verena has of her own body 
and her body as it feels, between the objectified body and the lived body. 

                                                        
8 Juffer, 72. 
9 Berlant, 2008, viii. 
10 See Attwood, 2009, xxii. 
11 Iris Marion Young, “Throwing Like a Girl: A Phenomenology of Feminine Body Com-
portment, Motility, and Spatiality [1980],” in On Female Body Experience: “Throwing Like a 
Girl” and Other Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 45. 
12 Cvetkovich, 69. 
13 Teresa de Lauretis, “Gender Symptoms, or, Peeing Like a Man,” Social Semiotics, 9:2 
(1999b), 264. 
14 De Lauretis, 1999b. 
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When the objectified body becomes dominant, Verena can only perceive of 
herself as a male body. In de Lauretis’ analysis, Verena exemplifies how 
gender is inscribed in our bodies, how the sensory registers of perception 
implicate gender in the body as it feels. Similarly, Young demonstrates how 
historically given gender structures condition and precede “the action and 
consciousness of individual persons.”15 She describes feminine bodily exis-
tence as characterized by a “tension between transcendence and immanence, 
between subjectivity and being a mere object.”16 This negotiation between 
experiencing the body as an object and as capacity implies that “feminine 
movement exhibits an ambiguous transcendence, an inhibited intentionality, 
and a discontinuous unity with its surroundings [emphasis in original].”17 In 
this sense, women who enter sexualized public space do so with specific sets 
of historical and bodily preconditions.  

Relating this perspective to Juffer’s emphasis on conditions of access and 
agency and on “the relation between the individual subject and the forces 
that enable and constrict her movement between sites where porn is avail-
able” implies that these conditions and forces are also implicated in the body 
of this subject.18 As my example from Pornfilmfestival Berlin demonstrates, 
these forces are lived as embodied experience where certain bodies’ agency 
and access, or, with Sara Ahmed, “extension” and “reach in space,” are more 
enabled and others more constricted – as in the image of this man reaching 
past his side of the armrest to touch my friend squeezing her arms around 
herself.19 Ahmed addresses how habitual actions and norms that are repeated 
over time and with force shape bodies and how bodies are gendered, sexual-
ized and raced by how they extend into and are oriented in space.20 Gender, 
for instance, “becomes naturalized as a property of bodies, objects, and 
spaces partly through the ‘loop’ of this repetition, which leads bodies in 
some directions more than others as if that direction came from within the 
body and explains which way it turns.”21 Thus, orientations operate simulta-
neously as effects and are lived and experienced as originary. In the situation 
in the theater in Berlin gender was performed precisely as habitual and natu-
ralized actions. In her email my friend writes:  

Despite my 30 years I still have not learned to say no, that I’m in charge of 
my body and very easily could tell a man to stop if he crosses a boundary. 

                                                        
15 Young, “Lived Body vs. Gender: Reflections on Social Structure [2002],” in On Female 
Body Experience 2005, 25. 
16 Young, 2005, 32. 
17 Young, 2005, 35. 
18 Juffer, 8.  
19 Ahmed, 2006. 
20 Ahmed, 2004, 145; Ahmed, 2006, 91, 5. 
21 Ahmed, 2006, 58. 
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Words to mark boundaries are something I’ve often needed but not had access 
to. I have to struggle to dare saying no, it does not come naturally.22  

 
My friend describes how she had arrived to this screening with the feeling 
that here she could feel bodily lose and free, that she would not have to be 
self-conscious about her body in this context. Her experience of unease, just 
as Marit Östberg’s account of shame in the theater at the London Lesbian 
and Gay Film Festival and panic over finding pictures of naked bodies when 
googling herself, can be read with Ahmed’s description of the feeling of 
disorientation as involving “becoming an object” and “losing one’s place.”23 
Referencing Frantz Fanon’s black phenomenology and description of the 
hostility of the white gaze she contends that “disorientation is unevenly dis-
tributed: some bodies more than others have their involvement in the world 
called into crisis.”24 In her discussion about “bodies that are not extended by 
the skin of the social,”25 Ahmed allows the term “queer” to slide between 
describing how non-white bodies can queer white spaces and referring 
“those who practice nonnormative sexualities.”26 The bodily feeling of dis-
orientation can be “a violent feeling, and a feeling that is affected by vio-
lence, or shaped by violence directed toward the body.”27 The situation in the 
theater in Berlin, where my friend held her arms around herself and felt un-
able to tell the man to stop involved white bodies, but can be described with 
Ahmed’s discussion about Fanon and about how disorientation may block 
action and accumulate stress and how “[b]odies can even take the shape of 
such stress.”28 In this sense, feelings of unsafety, threat and lack of agency 
are implicated in certain bodies: non-white bodies, women, queers.29 Simi-
larly, in her discussion about lesbian public cultures, Ann Cvetkovich dis-
cusses how “the normalization of sex and gender identities can be seen as a 
form of insidious trauma.”30 

De Lauretis points out that the implication of gender in the body occurs 
through the discursive construction of gender that film also participates in. 
Film, as she famously puts it, is a “technology of gender.”31 It participates in 
the ongoing discursive construction of gender, which has real and embodied 
implications for individual subjects as this construction is interactively re-
worked into self-representations. Emphasizing the embodied and real impli-

                                                        
22 Email received 2011-02-07. My translation from Swedish. 
23 Ahmed, 2006, 159, 160. 
24 Ibid., 159. 
25 Ibid., 139. 
26 Ibid., 161. 
27 Ibid., 160. 
28 Ahmed, 2006, 160.  
29 See also de Lauretis, “The Stubborn Drive: Foucault, Freud, Fanon,” in Freud’s Drive, 
2010, 39-57. 
30 Cvetkovich, 46. 
31 De Lauretis, 1987. 
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cations of representations, de Lauretis argues that gender “becomes ‘real’, 
when that representation becomes a self-representation, is individually as-
sumed as a form of one’s social and subjective identity.”32 As social subjects 
we become “engendered” through an interactive subjugation to our society’s 
gender system, to its technologies of gender, such as film, but also other 
representations.33 As such, the discursive construction of gender is rooted in 
the experience of the body.34 Film forms part of the process of engendering 
bodies and producing female body experience.  

However, this also implies that film might play a role in the production of 
other experiences. As I demonstrated in chapter 4, queer, feminist and les-
bian pornography is articulated within this interpretive community as con-
tributing to processes of empowerment, improving self-esteem, getting rid of 
guilt and shame and becoming less inhibited. In the case of Dirty Diaries, 
discussions at meetings often revolved around how we as sexual subjects are 
gendered, how our desires and fantasies are shaped by representations, how 
we see others and ourselves “through the male gaze,” but also about how we, 
through creating “our own explicit images,” in Mia Engberg’s words, can 
“liberate our own sexual fantasies from the commercial images that we see 
every day, burying their way into our subconscious.”35 Queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography then raises questions not just about technologies of 
stress, shame, disorientation and inhibition, but also about how such gen-
dered and sexualized body experiences can be changed and reshaped into 
feelings of self-esteem and empowerment. As Vivian Sobchack argues, it 
raises questions about how “the film’s material conditions for providing 
access to the world […] provide us actual and possible modes of becoming 
other than we are.”36 

Carnal identification 

A festival is a completely different surrounding, with a lot of people. But then 
it can also be arousing… It can even be a turn on if it’s really sexy and you 
think – how many of the other people will be aroused? ... Because sometimes 
you feel… the energy in the room changing… Especially… with One Night 
Stand, the first time I saw it the whole crowd, I think we all felt something 
was changing… slowly throughout the film, I don’t know what happened but 
everybody left really flushed and like, it was a really different energy around. 
It was really funny to experience and sometimes you have that at festivals – 
the people just come in – “oh we’re gonna watch a film” – and then they come 

                                                        
32 De Lauretis, 1999b, 259f. 
33 De Lauretis, 1999b, 160. 
34 Patricia White, “Introduction: Thinking Feminist,” in Figures of Resistance, 2007, 6. 
35 Mia Engberg, “What is Feminist Porn?”, Dirty Diaries DVD booklet, 2009. 
36 Sobchack, 1992, 162. 
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out in a whole different state. And that’s an added value of seeing it with other 
people… If all the people are comfortable with being there as well.37 

 
I meet Marije Janssen, a 29 year-old organizer and writer specialized in sex 
worker rights, sexuality, gender, media and art, at a brunch place in Kreuz-
berg the Monday after the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in 2008, where we both 
have participated intensively during four days of screenings, workshops and 
performances. She will take the train back to Utrecht, where she lives, in a 
couple of hours. We start talking about Emilie Jouvet’s film One Night 
Stand, which we both saw when it was screened at the first Pornfilmfestival 
Berlin in October 2006. Marije Janssen’s positive recollection of this screen-
ing resonates with my own memory of it. It invokes Williams’ discussion 
about screening sex as a matter of socially integrated sexual sensations in a 
very different way than the screening of Jouvet’s film Much More Pussy in 
2010. The difference between these two experiences again highlights the 
importance of locating discussions about spectatorship in relation to specific 
sites, practices and situations. Marije Janssen, who considers herself to be 
“mostly straight,” further describes how surprised she was about the “strong 
physical sexual reaction” she had when watching One Night Stand. She did 
not expect to be sexually aroused but the film had a “raw energy” that made 
her discover “new desires:” “I was intrigued with my own feelings also of 
sexual arousement and attraction to these women and these kinds of sexual-
ity – also with women that I wouldn’t find particularly attractive, but this 
raw sexuality which was shown, that just did it for me.” 

This experience of One Night Stand challenged Marije Janssen’s ideas 
about who and what turns her on when watching porn. She compares this 
with another film, the female-to-male trans porn film Trans Entities: The 
Nasty Love of Papi and Wil (Morty Diamond, 2006), where she experienced 
a similar “powerful energy” that aroused her. At the same time, she was also 
surprised about feeling attracted to trans persons: “I cannot identify and I’m 
not particularly attracted to them but it’s the experience in the end that 
counts more than the body types.” She talks about how she usually identifies 
with female characters in porn, as well as with the “more submissive charac-
ters,” which corresponds with her role in her own BDSM practice. In her 
account of her physical reaction to One Night Stand and Trans Entities, her 
surprise originated from the difference she perceived between herself and the 
people in the film. The films did not represent persons that she would find 
attractive if she “saw them on the street,” but they had a “powerfulness” and 
“energy” that made her aroused, and which has led her to become “more 
open” to explore new aspects of her sexuality. In Williams’s words her body 
was habituated and “opened up” to these “diverse qualities and kinds of sex-

                                                        
37 Interview with Marije Janssen, Berlin, 2008-10-27. 
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ual experiences.”38 Williams also claims that viewers may find sexual pleas-
ure in pornographies not directly addressed to them in accordance with gen-
der or sexual identity. She finds that what she herself learned from writing 
Hard Core “was actually how easy it was to identify with diverse subject 
positions and to desire diverse objects.”39 She contends that: 

Rather than assume that each sexual predilection has its own kind of represen-
tative porno, it seems more apt to assume that pornographies are becoming 
part of the process by which spectators discipline themselves to enjoy differ-
ent varieties of visual and visceral pleasure – pleasures that are both produced 
in the imagination and felt in the body.40 

 
Marije Janssen’s account of her experiences of One Night Stand and Trans 
Entities also invokes Sobchack’s discussion about processes of identification 
in the film experience, not as engagement with or recognition of characters 
or subject positions, but “with the sense and sensibility of materiality it-
self.”41 Sobchack speaks of a “carnal identification with material subjectiv-
ity,” where things on the screen are sensible in a “prepersonal, and global 
way,” like the smell of fresh laundry in Pretty Baby (Louis Malle, 1978) and 
the taste of pork noodles in Tampopo (Juzo Itami, 1986).42 In her main ex-
ample she describes her sensual experience of watching The Piano (Jane 
Campion, 1993) and of how her own fingers made sense of the blurred open-
ing shots of fingers held up against the sun before she could consciously 
recognize what she was watching. Even if the relation between the body and 
the cinematic representation is restricted in the sense that they do not touch 
each other the same way two unmediated bodies can touch each other, Sob-
chack argues that the cinesthetic subject’s embodied film experience is both 
figural and literal. It is a sensual experience perceived both “as real” and “as 
if real,” “a partially fulfilled sensory experience.”43 This sensual experience 
at the movies does not reduce but enhances the cinesthetic subject’s sensual 
being. Since it is not possible to literally touch, smell or taste the figures on 
the screen, the cinesthetic subject will direct its attention towards its own 
subjective lived body: “[I] will reflexively turn toward my own carnal, sen-
sual, and sensible being to touch myself touching, smell myself smelling, 
taste myself tasting, and, in sum, sense my own sensuality.”44 In her experi-
ence of The Piano Sobchack’s sense of touch is thus intensified as she can-
not touch the skin and clothes on the screen but direct her tactile intentions 

                                                        
38 Williams, 2008, 18. 
39 Williams, “Second Thoughts on Hard-Core,” in More Dirty Looks, ed. Church Gibson, 
2004b, 171-172.  
40 Williams, 1999, 315. 
41 Sobchack, 2004, 65. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Sobchack, 2004, 76. 
44 Ibid., 77. 
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towards her own skin and “become not only the toucher but also the 
touched.”45 

However, whereas Sobchack underlines that the cinesthetic subject does 
not feel her or his own body in the film experience, Marije Janssen, on the 
other hand, is much more precise in her articulations. Sobchack contends 
that the viewer’s intentions are aimed at the materiality in the film and there-
fore that the viewer’s own body feels more diffuse, less literal. It is neither 
exactly the character Ada’s woolen stockings nor her own silk blouse she 
feels on her skin when watching The Piano.46 Contrarily, Marije Janssen’s 
account of how she experiences the action in the film in her own body is 
more concrete. She describes how she usually “imagines” how it feels 
“physically.” “If I see somebody go down on somebody else I will feel the 
same physical reaction in my self – so then it is a very strong identification,” 
she explains.47 When I ask her if this applies even if there is a practice that 
she does not have any experience of, she answers that this is a different kind 
of physical arousal, where she does not feel the exact same action in her own 
body; it is more “voyeuristic,” as she puts it. She explains with the example 
of fisting: “Heavy fisting – I’ve never done, so I don’t know how it feels. 
But mild fisting – I know how it feels, then I can feel it really in my own 
body. But with the really heavy stuff that I’ve never done I won’t feel it be-
cause I don’t know how it feels. But it will turn me on.”  

For Sobchack, carnal identification with the smell of fresh laundry and 
the taste of pork noodles are prepersonal and global experiences, which later 
ground more local identifications. Marije Janssen’s account, however, high-
lights how the viewer’s previous experiences and practices inform and affect 
how she or he experiences and feels the film in her or his own body. Here, 
not all bodily experiences are accessible or transferable to all viewing bod-
ies. Her account raises questions about whether any viewer can experience 
the sensation of being “in the touching but also in the touched” and experi-
ence “the general erotic mattering and diffusions of […] flesh” in relation to 
pornographic representations of various sexual practices.48 Marije Janssen 
thinks that fisting is not “comparable to anything else,” and that it is there-
fore “hard to imagine:” “I just don’t know how it feels to have a fist in my-
self – which is really strong.” This also raises questions about whether it is 
necessary to once have tasted or smelled pork noodles in order to experience 
this taste in the film experience of Tampopo. What kinds of experiences are 
available and can be shared between different bodies in the film experience? 

                                                        
45 Ibid., 77. 
46 Ibid., 78. 
47 Interview with Marije Janssen, Berlin, 2008-10-27. 
48 Sobchack, 2004, 66.  
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Publicity still, One Night Stand (Emilie Jouvet, 2006). Courtesy of the filmmaker. 

Habituation to porn consumption 
Similarly to Marije Janssen’s distinction between physically feeling the same 
action represented on screen in her own body and enjoying it more “voyeu-
ristically,” other research subjects also reflect over their relation to queer, 
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feminist and lesbian pornography in terms of “voyeurism.”49 In these ac-
counts, the very act of screening and watching sexual images as a socially 
integrated practice, for example at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin, is a matter of 
“habituation,” of opening up to and learning to play at being a porn specta-
tor. Manuela Kay, one of the organizers of the Pornfilmfestival and the di-
rector of the lesbian porn film Airport, who I interviewed in Berlin in Octo-
ber 2008 and who also participated at a Dirty Diaries meeting in Stockholm 
in December 2008, described her experience of screening porn to lesbians in 
Germany. When she started traveling around with her sex instruction films 
and with Airport in the early 1990s she found that lesbians were not used to 
seeing lesbian sex on film and in public. She realized that it takes time for 
people to “digest” the experience of watching pornography.  

A lot of people… thought when they see their first porn in their life they will 
be so turned on and their sex life will change immediately or something. So 
they were totally disappointed… But funny enough later quite a few people 
that saw the film somewhere… they came to me and told me that… it took 
like a few days or weeks and some of the images kept coming back and then 
they have like an erotic experience like afterwards, because… they kind of… 
were so scared to let these pictures… actually… like to take them in properly, 
but they came back and then they would slowly like daring – once they were 
out of the public space also and in private they were able to digest it… and its 
like, well, actually some of these scenes and some of the images that are still 
in my head did turn me on but I didn’t realize it when I watched the film.50 

 
Manuela Kay finds that the audience at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin is very 
different to these lesbian audiences in the mid-1990s: “It is more like a 
party… everybody is laughing and flirting and it’s a whole new sort of con-
fidence.” Her account highlights the question of habituation to the very prac-
tice of participating in screenings of sex. Mary T. Conway analyses how this 
question is also played out in the Fatale Media films Bathroom Sluts (1991) 
and Safe is Desire (1993) that she argues “anticipate, organize, produce, and 
mobilize the lesbian porn spectator.”51 Taking as her starting point the under-
theorization of lesbian spectatorship in porn studies as well as in feminist 
film studies in large, she examines how the two films teach the lesbian 
viewer how to watch porn as well as create a place for the lesbian spectator 
in theory. According to her, the films thematize voyeurism and spectatorship 
by showing women looking at other women having sex, and by emphasizing 
a link between looking, pleasure and desire.52 Similarly, Ragan Rhyne points 
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out how films from SIR Video thematize the act of buying porn videos.53 As 
pointed out in chapter 4, Juffer also stresses the importance of, for instance, 
Femme Productions in producing “public legitimation of women watching 
adult videos.”54 This implies that not only do Dirty Diaries and Pornfilmfes-
tival Berlin legitimize and create space for queer, feminist and lesbian porn 
spectatorship, but also that participation in this film culture is a matter of 
habituation to being a spectator and to enjoying “different varieties of pleas-
ure.”55  

Marije Janssen’s “carnal identification” with One Night Stand and Trans 
Entities demonstrates, on the one hand, that her engagement in the film is not 
determined by identification with characters and that her ability to be turned 
on by the film is not limited to practices she herself has experienced. On the 
other hand, her account also demonstrates that her identity and previous ex-
periences do shape and determine what kind of sensual experiences are 
available to her in the viewing situation. Importantly, throughout my inter-
view material it is also evident that not all audio-visual representations of 
sex are sexually exciting or result in an “involuntary mimicry of the bodies 
on screen,” as Williams defines the notion of body genres.56 For instance, 
one research subject tells me that she thinks it looks painful when she 
watches heterosexual porn.57 One recurrent example is anal sex. For instance, 
in accounting more specifically for her embodied experiences of pornogra-
phy, Jennifer tells me that she likes to take on “all different kinds of roles in 
identifying with pornography,” just as she does in her own sex life and 
BDSM practice where she defines herself as “switch.”58 She likes watching 
all kinds of lesbian porn with “all kinds of women” and sexual practices, but 
anal sex is one exception. She explains that when she watches anal sex, she 
identifies only with “the one giving anal sex,” since she in her own sex life, 
finds this role less unpleasant than “receiving.” Jennifer also talks about how 
films can both turn her on and disgust her. She takes as one example Bella-
donna’s Fucking Girls 3 (Belladonna, 2006), a film she brings with her to 
the interview. The scene she chooses to play features fetish play between 
two women and Jennifer explains that she finds the women and the fetish 
objects very attractive. At a specific point she turns the film off – before the 
scene proceeds with anal penetration with large dildos. Jennifer says that it 
turns her off to watch some of the stuff they do in the film, like when “they 
fellate the dildos so deep that they throw up.”59 
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These examples of how carnal identification in the film experience is 
shaped and conditioned not only by the cinesthetic subject’s general ability 
to perceive the film corporeally, but also by different viewing subjects’ per-
sonal histories and practices, demonstrate that spectatorial processes depend 
on “whose body” is watching.60 As Sobchack herself puts it elsewhere, “[t]he 
essential body is always also a qualified body.”61 While the essential body 
provides the “ontological functions” and capacity to carnally identify with a 
film (regardless of this body’s particular and specific modality), it is the 
particular qualified body (with its specific history and modality) that deter-
mines what kind of carnal identifications are accessible in the film experi-
ence.62 Thus, the essential body refers to the very ability to corporeally and 
viscerally experience the film, while the qualified body conditions how this 
experience literally feels (for instance, if being turned on by fisting is also 
felt in the same parts of the viewer’s body or not). Sobchack’s ambiguity in 
regard to whether differently qualified bodies experience the same “general 
erotic mattering” of flesh in the same images highlights the necessity to situ-
ate these discussions in relation to specific bodies and situations. In the thea-
ter in Moviemento in Berlin, during the screening of Much More Pussy in 
October 2010, I, my friend and the man next to her were all conditioned to 
different experiences, not just because of what literally happened in this 
situation of reception (both in the theater and on screen), but also because of 
how we, as three different social subjects, three differently qualified bodies, 
have access to different embodied experiences. As de Lauretis argues, spec-
tatorial processes are inseparable from the social, racial, cultural, and per-
sonal history of each spectator, as well as from its surrounding discourses, 
practices, and representations.63  

Queer, feminist and lesbian porn as fantasy  

I really appreciate porn and for me it does not matter if it is man-woman, 
man-man, woman-woman. I have enough fantasy. If I feel like enjoying porn, 
I don’t care about the constellations. But a lot of porn is really really bad in 
different ways and if lesbian porn also has bad qualities then it does not work 
for me.64   

 
Chris is a 51 year-old lesbian who signs up for participation in the research 
project through the questionnaires at Club LASH and participates anony-
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mously in the project. She has a background in coaching and philosophical 
studies. I interview her both individually and together with Jennifer at the 
Department of Cinema Studies in November 2008. Chris talks about how 
she enjoys watching “hetero porn” and “gay porn.” She thinks that she is 
“good at imagining” how it feels even if it is not lesbian pornography. It has 
to do with what “appears to be pleasurable” and with how the “horniness in 
the film is contagious.” She finds that she has the ability to “translate” what 
happens in the film to her own body, and that this translation is possible even 
if it represents practices that she herself does not have any experience of, for 
instance when the biological sex of the bodies in the film differ from her 
own. She says: “It is very difficult for me to imagine myself as a gay male, 
but it works just as well. It does not seem to be particularly dependent on me 
being one of them, but this heat, and, what should I say, close-up on sex stuff 
– that works as pornography for me.”65  

Chris’s account resonates with Marije Janssen’s in the sense that arousal 
is not dependent on “being one of them.” She highlights two aspects that she 
thinks condition whether she is turned on or not by porn. There is something 
in the “pornographic image as such,” in close-ups on for instance penetra-
tion, “as a symbol for lust,” which turns her on. Secondly, she says that if the 
“horniness” in the film is “zipless” and “straight forward” enough, if “lust 
takes over,” it will “infect” her. She takes as examples The Postman Always 
Rings Twice (Bob Rafelson, 1981), and Erica Jong’s novel Fear of Flying 
that she also invokes in her use of Jong’s famous concept of the “zipless 
fuck.” However, while she takes these influential narratives as examples, 
Chris also states that a coherent storyline is not a necessary quality for turn-
ing her on. Chris’s reflections about what works and does not work for her in 
pornography and about how pornographic representations are translated to 
her own body invokes de Lauretis’ discussion about film as fantasy.  

Similar to her theory of film as a technology of gender, de Lauretis devel-
ops the concept of “sexual structuring” in order to theorize the “under con-
struction” character of subjectivity and sexuality as constituted through this 
“dynamic and interactive process.”66 She stresses that “neither the body nor 
the subject is prior to the process of sexuation; both come into being in that 
continuous and life-long process in which the subject is, as it were, perma-
nently under construction.”67 Central to the concept of sexual structuring is 
the psychoanalytic notion of fantasy as the field where sexuality is consti-
tuted. Building on Laplanche’s and Pontalis’ readings of Freud, de Lauretis 
defines fantasy as “the dynamic grid through which external reality is 
adapted/reworked in psychic reality.”68 Subjectivity is constituted through 
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the ongoing process of adapting, translating and reworking “enigmatic mes-
sages” both from the unconscious as well as from culture. A such, “[f]antasy 
is the psychic mechanism that structures subjectivity by reworking or trans-
lating social representations into subjective representations and self-
representations.”69 Moreover, rearticulated to film spectatorship, the concept 
of fantasy implies that the spectator does not simply identify with the pro-
tagonist or with any specific role or character in the film. Fantasy is not the 
object of desire but functions as the narrative scenario, mise-en-scène, and 
structuring scene of desire. 

Read from this perspective, Chris’s experience of arousal when watching 
gay male porn is not dependent on identification with the characters, on “be-
ing one of them,” but on how she translates these representations into subjec-
tive representations. The “ziplessness” of the narrative scenario and the 
mise-en-scène of “close-up on sex stuff” works as fantasy for her. Penetra-
tion as “a symbol for lust” is, in this reading, one of the messages that Chris 
reworks into internal reality through the dynamic grid of fantasy.  

However, in opposition to other feminists who apply Pontalis and Lap-
lanche to discussions of film as fantasy, de Lauretis considers the idea that 
the spectator can choose and move in and out of any of the subject-positions 
inscribed in the film regardless of gender or sexual difference to be an over-
simplification.70 A public representation is not the same thing as a private 
fantasy. Ignoring the question of who produces the fantasy, of whose fantasy 
the film represents, leaves the theory of spectatorship with a universal sub-
ject unmarked by differences. In her reading of her own experience of Sheila 
McLaughlin’s She Must Be Seeing Things (1987), de Lauretis contends that 
she does not identify with any of the women or roles since the film works as 
a fantasy for her, but that the subject of the film’s fantasy is constructed as a 
lesbian subject and therefore the spectator is addressed in a lesbian subject-
position. However, “such a position is not accessible to all viewers, not even 
lesbian-identified, because the film’s fantasy may very well not be their own 
[emphasis in original].”71  

Chris similarly articulates that just because it is lesbian pornography does 
not mean that it works for her. However, she finds it hard to put her finger 
on the dividing line between what works as pornography for her and what 
does not, between being “infected” by and able to “translate” what she sees 
or not. She says that sometimes there is a limit if she thinks the action be-
tween the performers is “strange,” if they do something she cannot under-
stand as pleasurable, or if the film evokes “ridicule.” She mentions a lesbian 
porn film with “little combat broads” that she found ridiculous in their “na-
ive political eagerness.” Thus, despite being a lesbian film, this film did not 
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work as fantasy for her. Here Chris’s account also reactivates debates over 
representations in lesbian porn discourse. For instance, and as commented 
upon in chapter 3, Heather Butler critiques the improbability of the sex scene 
between two women in Erotic in Nature (Tigress Productions, 1985) that she 
feels is not giving a “fulfilling representation of a sex act.”72 She finds it 
difficult to “ascertain what exactly the two are actually doing.”73 Straayer 
contends that lesbian audiences in the 1980s prioritized “reality-checking 
over fantasy experience.”74 Her contention that “[a]lthough pornography’s 
generic otherworldliness encourages fantasy, its privileged verisimilitude 
implies realism,” resonates with Juffer’s discussion about the reconciliation 
of fantasy with reality in female erotica and raises questions about the rela-
tion between fantasy and reality in queer, feminist and lesbian porn film 
culture.75   

Identification vs. desire? 
In a critical discussion of theories of female spectatorship, de Lauretis re-
marks that feminists have operated within a heterosexual framework, where 
female spectators can be active and desiring only through processes of mas-
culinization, masquerade and transvestism.76 In lesbian theories of spectator-
ship, for instance in Jackie Stacey’s reading of All About Eve (Joseph L. 
Mankiewicz, 1950) and Desperately Seeking Susan (Susan Seidelman, 
1985), lesbian desire is confused with identification, according to de Laure-
tis.77 Homosexual lesbian desire is reduced to homosocial women-identified 
female bonding, to a wish to be like the other woman. This wish is devoid of 
sexual aim since desire is “swept under the rug” of sisterhood, female friend-
ship and the mother-daughter bond.78 However, while critical of the hetero-
sexual desexualized notion of desire between women in film theory, de 
Lauretis also recognizes that spectatorial processes of identification and de-
sire may co-exist: “[B]oth woman-identification and desire (both autoerotic 
and narcissistic drives, and female object-choice or object-love) may be 
simultaneous present [emphasis in original].”79 Addressing de Lauretis cri-
tique, Stacey argues for the necessity to engage with actual audiences in 
order to further theorize female spectatorship beyond “masculinisation or 
narcissism.”80 Jennifer’s account in chapter 4 highlights precisely the co-
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existence of desire and identification. The women in the lesbian films she 
watched at Club LASH became role models for her at the same time as she 
found them desirable. In several interview accounts notions of recognition, 
reflection and identification are similarly tied to articulations of processes of 
getting a higher sexual self-esteem, becoming more uninhibited and sexually 
empowered. Here identification and desire are not opposed.  

The question about the relation between sexually driven desire and desex-
ualized identification is partly echoed also in Marit Östberg’s contrasting 
between intellectualizing activism and bodily sexual practice and “letting 
go,” in the previous chapter. Over the course of three years of participation 
in queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture, she concludes that for her 
“the bodily” and “the political” are inseparable and that they are tied to-
gether not least through her “bonding” with others in the consciousness-
raising group for queer porn performers and in her subcultural context in 
Berlin. With reference to de Lauretis, Sara Ahmed addresses the risk of 
“[underplaying] the sexual aspects of lesbianism,” but highlights the inter-
connectedness between desire, identification and activism.81   

[W]e don’t have to take the ’sex’ out of lesbianism to argue that lesbian so-
ciality tends toward other women in ways that are more than sexual, or even 
more than solely about desire. Lesbian bonds can involve orientations that are 
about shared struggles, common grounds, and mutual aspirations, as bonds 
that are created through the lived experiences of being ‘off line’ and ‘out of 
line.’ To be orientated sexually toward women as women affects other things 
that we can do.82 

 
Marit Östberg’s accounts of her personal development over the years that I 
interviewed her directs attention to the temporal dimension of spectatorship 
as an ongoing process of habituation and opening up to new environments 
and sensations. Thus, if the embodied film experience is shaped by the quali-
fied body’s “particular and specific modality,” in its turn it also forms part of 
shaping this body onwards, after the screening.83 Here, identification, bond-
ing or activism may provide a safe condition for accessing and exploring 
desire, even if this desire is not immediately present or accessible in the ac-
tual viewing situation. In her critique de Lauretis still points out how All 
About Eve, Desperately Seeking Susan and Black Widow (Bob Rafelson, 
1987) may offer “discursive consent” to engage in lesbian fantasies that are 
“made safe by the films’ heterosexual narrative logic [emphasis in origi-
nal].”84 This again ties in with Williams’ contention that “the mixture of 
safety with excitement […] may be just what is needed for excitement [em-
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phasis in original].”85 In this sense, identification and desire are not isolated 
or static processes but ongoing and informing each other. In Williams’ terms 
arousal and desire are questions of socialization and habituation, or as de 
Lauretis puts it, they are “under construction,” as they form part of the proc-
esses of engendering and sexual structuring. I propose queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography, as increasingly more accessible public fantasies, also 
forms part of this structuring and engendering, of the technologies of sex and 
gender.86  

De Lauretis conceptualizes the process of how bodies are shaped by the 
social as a process of semiosis. Building on C. S. Peirce she describes sexu-
ality as “a particular instance of semiosis,” a “process in which objects and 
bodies are displaced from external to internal or psychic reality […] through 
a chain of significate effects or interpretants, habits, and habit-changes.”87 
This model then charts the trajectory between the social and the psyche with 
the body as the mediating link, a permeable surface where subjectivity is 
constituted through a: 

chain of interpretants, an ongoing series of semiotic mediations linking ob-
jects, signs, and events of the world to their ‘significate effects’ or, we might 
say, their meaning effects in the subject – a subject that can thus be said to be 
‘the place in which, the body in whom, the significate effect of the sign takes 
hold and is real-ized.’88  

 
Following this argument, identification with role models in queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography may eventually, through this chain of interpretants, 
produce a significate effect of desire. Importantly, however, according to de 
Lauretis, this process is not intellectually controlled or structured only by 
willpower.89 If Williams suggests that viewers “play at sex” and “discipline 
themselves to enjoy different varieties of visual and visceral pleasure,” de 
Lauretis stresses how the ongoing process of sexual structuring, “overdeter-
mined by both internal and external forces and constraints,” is structured by 
different forms of fantasy: “conscious and unconscious; subjective, parental, 
and social; private and public.”90 As such, desire and fantasy are not coherent 
and do not always match politics or identities.91  
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Discipline and (politically incorrect) play 
At our second Dirty Diaries meeting in September 2008, one of the film-
makers talks about how difficult she finds it to “bring feminism into your 
horniness.”92 

I can feel that… my horniness… it is as if it has a determined way, like I al-
ready know before where it is going to go which is so damn boring… When I 
see images… I’m usually not turned on by the guys but by the… girls and like 
raw-stereotypes which… I know, just: but this does not feel okay, but… what 
should one do with that like sexuality or like that… feeling… that also like 
evokes some sort of shame and guilt. Is one to live that out in order to like 
then move on or should one just deny it or… I miss a debate about this in the 
feminist world. It cannot be just me… who is like radical feminist and like… 
is turned on by… silicone chicks.93 

 
Throughout the production phase of Dirty Diaries the possibility for reshap-
ing desires and fantasies is recurrently discussed, similarly to how Mia Eng-
berg, in the DVD booklet, asks: “How do we liberate our own sexual fanta-
sies from the commercial images that we see every day, burying their way 
into our subconscious?”94 On the other hand, at this meeting she also criti-
cally comments on how women “censor” their own and other women’s fan-
tasies. This echoes how, in Juffer’s terms, feminism also comes with “its 
own set of regulatory codes and hierarchies.”95 At this meeting in September 
2008 Mia Engberg says: 

We do not have to tell each other what is wrong and what is right and what is 
nice and what is dirty. Maybe we can leave that phase now – in the feminist 
discussion – and that’s also one point with this project. Maybe not all of us 
should make politically correct films… Maybe we should make like silicone 
breast films where you fuck – I don’t know, whatever… What if I would 
make a film where you hear my voice say that I fantasize about being raped 
by a sleazy man and then I express that somehow in the images – then I’ve 
conquered that fear and have appropriated the image.96 

 
In a similar vein, in the documentary Too Much Pussy from The Queer X 
Show, there is one scene from the mini-bus where the women discuss their 
fantasies and desires. The queer porn and performance artist and writer 
Wendy Delorme refers to an autobiographical book by the queer writer Mi-
chelle Tea where she describes how she as a young feminist goes to con-
sciousness-raising groups in order to get rid of her rape fantasies. She tries 
masturbating while thinking about being on a boat on the ocean and feeling 
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the wind in her hair. However, as she gets close to orgasm her fantasy gets 
twisted. She lands on an island and a group of men jump from a tree and 
rape her as she comes. Delorme says that similarly, for her, whenever she 
tries not to fantasize about “something hardcore or degrading” it always 
“jumps” at her at the last minute. “At some point I had to make the con-
scious decision not to feel guilty about my fantasies. This is our duty also as 
feminists – not to guilt-trip ourselves and feel wrong about our desires,” she 
argues. In the same scene porn actress and activist Judy Minx talks about 
BDSM as a way of “using things that hurt you in real life and power dynam-
ics that hurt you in real life” in an empowering way. Highlighting the differ-
ence between fantasy and reality, Minx also says: “Just because a lot of 
women are into rape role-play or fantasies doesn’t mean that actual rape is 
ever okay.”  

These examples reactivate Jane Gaines’ critique of the feminist conceptu-
alization of film as either oppression or pleasure and as pioneering “a new 
aesthetic based on refusal,” where “the creation of a new language of desire 
was made contingent on the destruction of male pleasure.”97 Gaines argues 
that  “politically correct practices and proper fantasies do not necessarily fuel 
[women’s] passion.”98 These examples also evoke discussions about maso-
chist fantasies as providing necessary preconditions enabling women to let 
themselves go and enjoy sexual representations.99 Minx’s account also ech-
oes Elizabeth Freeman’s discussion about Isaac Julien’s The Attendant 
(1993), where she argues that “S/M relentlessly physicalizes the encounter 
with history and thereby contributes to a reparative criticism that takes up 
the materials of a traumatic past and remixes them in the interests of new 
possibilities for being and knowing.”100 

In de Lauretis’ discussion, desire and fantasy, as forming part of the proc-
ess of sexual structuring, cannot be reeducated, disciplined or regulated by 
willpower in accordance with the individual subject’s politics. On the other 
hand, since the subject of fantasy is located in the “slide of meaning between 
the subjective and the social,” the spectator’s “own sociopolitical location 
and psycho-sexual configuration have much to do with whether or not the 
film can work for her as a scenario of desire.”101 De Lauretis argues that 
“[t]he work of unconscious fantasy, important as it is for our understanding 
of psychic contradiction and divisions in the social subject, cannot simply 
replace the complex intersections of conscious and unconscious processes in 
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the subject of fantasy.”102 In accordance with this, many research subjects, 
rather than “playing at” all forms of screening sex, in Williams’ words, ar-
ticulate that not all pornographic texts work as a scenario of desire and that 
this is a question of politics and ethics. Jennifer explains that while it is pos-
sible for her to get turned on by mainstream porn, she prefers “real” lesbian 
porn because it feels better to know that it is a “fair” production without 
“antifeminist, homophobic or heteronormative messages.”103 Similarly, Chris 
says that for her there are some evident “no-nos,” features that are “disgust-
ing” and “turn-offs” in pornography. For instance she gets “furious” if she 
watches heterosexual porn where the “women appear to not enjoy it.” “An-
gry and horny do not go together,” she explains.104  

Elaborating the question of whose fantasy the film represents, de Lauretis 
distinguishes between unconscious and conscious engagement in the fantasy 
scenario.105 She forwards the process of secondarization, of the reworking of 
the unconscious fantasy into a form more acceptable to consciousness. Re-
ferring to a discussion by Judith Butler about the anti-porn feminist Andrea 
Dworkin, de Lauretis also differs between subjectivity and subjecthood.106 
While Butler claims that fantasy is a scene of the subject’s fragmentation, de 
Lauretis points out that the threat of fragmentation through pornography’s 
engaging of the unconscious fantasy activates secondarization. The subject 
of fantasy is then both unconscious and conscious, especially when con-
fronted with a pornographic text, according to de Lauretis.107 Opposing 
Dworkin’s critique of pornography as “injurious and discriminatory action,” 
Butler states that: “the effect of fantasy is not to force women to identify 
with a subordinate or debased position, but to provide the opportunity to 
identify with the entire scene of debasement, agents and recipients alike.”108 
De Lauretis, on the other hand, stresses that Dworkin is neither the producer 
nor the subject of the pornographic fantasy, and that “the pornographic text 
is not her fantasy but a fantasy produced by others and which, as she sees it, 
seeks to interpellate her with a certain identification, to assign to her a place 
that she will not or cannot occupy.”109 Furthermore, she contends that 
Dworkin’s feminist sociopolitical subjecthood, conscious, and based on a 
political and collective identity, resists and disapproves of the pornographic 
scenario, while at the same time her subjective and unconscious identifica-
tion is fixed with the victim’s position. This discussion raises questions 
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about how queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as a collective political 
fantasy engages participants in this interpretive community and mobilizes 
both subjectivity and subjecthood.   

At our Dirty Diaries meeting in December 2008, Marit Östberg’s film 
Uniform became the subject of an animated discussion. In the film, two train 
ticket controllers catch two fare dodgers in the Stockholm subway. After a 
short chase scene the two controllers are overpowered by the other two 
women and dominated in two sex scenes set in a deserted train track area. 
One of the controller women is tied with her hands behind her back and 
placed over a low street lamp. The other woman penetrates her anally wear-
ing red skin gloves, occasionally forcing her fingers into the other woman’s 
mouth and pulling her hair. The dominated woman moans and after a while 
starts crying. In this version of the film, Mia Engberg has added bloopers at 
the end, short clips with behind-the-scenes material where one person in the 
cast checks with the crying woman if she is okay and she replies that she is. 
There is a long discussion about whether the bloopers function as a neces-
sary reassurance for the viewers or if it takes the power out of the hard scene 
as if to excuse it. Manuela Kay, who participated in this meeting, finds that 
lesbian and feminist porn should not have to do this anymore, that “we’re 
beyond that.”110 Mia Engberg is ambivalent about the question as she consid-
ers the film in relation to how “male porn is full of abuse,” how almost all of 
her girlfriends “have been raped or risked being raped” and how, for her, it is 
“impossible to just take away all the history of like white male oppression 
[…] and just say that we can do whatever we want.” She is concerned about 
how the film can be read as if someone is being raped, “and that’s kind of 
the feminine destiny that we want to leave – don’t we?” she laughs.111 One of 
the filmmakers asks why we cannot identify with the aggressor instead of the 
victim. Someone else responds that her goal or idea of change is not to be in 
the man’s position.  

In these different reactions to the film it was evident that not everyone 
could identify with the aggressor’s position, nor embrace the “entire scene of 
debasement, agents and recipients alike.”112 In my view, the discussion con-
cerned whether the bloopers would provide “discursive consent,” which 
could enable and make such a reading more acceptable and accessible in-
stead of being overridden by concerns about whether or not the woman par-
ticipated out of free will and about whether or not to reproduce rape scenar-
ios on film. This discussion articulates precisely how both the subjective and 

                                                        
110 Manuela Kay, Dirty Diaries meeting, 2008-12-16. 
111 Mia Engberg, Dirty Diaries meeting, 2008-12-16. After a screening of Uniform – without 
bloopers – at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in October 2008, a couple of months prior to this 
meeting, one woman in the audience celebrated the fact that since she knew the film was a 
queer feminist production it allowed her to affirm and enjoy a rape fantasy. 
112 Judith Butler, 2000, 497.  
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the social, the conscious and the unconscious shape the reception and restrict 
the significations of the film and the individual viewers’ “particular path 
through its multiple significations,” as de Lauretis puts it.113 

“Every time we fuck we win” 
My own path through the multiple significations of Much More Pussy at the 
screening in Berlin in October 2010 was shaped both by the theater experi-
ence and by the film experience, as well as by conscious and unconscious 
engagements with the scenario. Despite, or fueled by the fact that my friend 
was sexually harassed by the man next to her, the film worked as fantasy for 
me as I felt overwhelmed by its force and by the reworkings and negotiations 
around sexuality that was enacted in its scenarios. In their conversations as 
well as in their sexual role-plays these women negotiate and work through, 
in Ahmed’s words, “the habitual actions and norms” that shape and press on 
their lives, bodies and desires. During their tour they also literally face the 
violence of these norms. In Paris one of their friends, a trans guy, is subject 
to hate crime after returning home from their show. In Malmö they partici-
pate in a ceremony for the murdered victims of a shooting attack against a 
gay youth center in Tel Aviv. The force that blew me away when I saw 
Much More Pussy was not the force of an instant or ultimate transformation 
of gender and sexual hierarchies or a construction of an alternative world 
beyond these hierarchies, but the force of a continuous resistance in the face 
of these hierarchies and violent norms. Here the figure of safe space is mobi-
lized not so much as a matter of a safe world or a bubble inside the world, 
but of the safety of a public sphere where the unsafety of being queer, female 
or lesbian is continuously acknowledged, worked through and negotiated, 
where naturalized and habitual actions and directions are challenged and 
reformulated and where new actions and orientations shape new worlds and 
bodies. This implies that in the Queer Nation quote in the soundtrack to Too 
Much Pussy as well as Much More Pussy, the constant repetition of the 
phrase: “every time we fuck we win,” temporality is crucial. In Ahmed’s 
terms, it is through the loop of repetition that bodies take certain shape and 
are oriented in certain directions.114  

According to Ahmed, disorientation occurs when “bodies inhabit spaces 
that do not extend their shape, or use objects that do not extend their reach,” 
when bodies fail to line up, when they are out of place.115 In such moments 
the world becomes “slantwise.” Importantly, moments of disorientation may 
be unsettling as well as exciting and joyful. Rather than aiming at overcom-

                                                        
113 De Lauretis, 1995, 82. 
114 Ahmed, 2004, 145; Ahmed, 2006, 91, 5. 
115 Ahmed, 2006, 160.  
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ing or reorienting such moments, one might stay with them and “achieve a 
different orientation toward them.”116 Marit Östberg’s account of her experi-
ence of personal crisis at the London Lesbian and Gay Film Festival in 2010 
can be read with Ahmed as a feeling of disorientation and of losing her place 
or ground. Creating a consciousness-raising group for other queer porn per-
formers in Berlin, where such experiences of crisis are shared and analyzed, 
could be understood as an achievement of a different orientation toward this 
disorienting moment. Marit Östberg talks about how she has gained a new 
sense of strength by having had to work her way through this crisis. Queer 
moments, according to Ahmed, are vital moments where new objects may 
come into reach and where it may be possible to extend into space in a new 
shape: “We might even find joy and excitement in the horror.”117 We might, 
as Ahmed puts it, “come into contact with other bodies to support the action 
of following paths that have not been cleared.”118 Participation in queer, 
feminist and lesbian porn film culture involves “coming into contact with 
other bodies” both on the screen and at physical sites. On the new paths that 
bodies follow together in this interpretive community, the collective political 
fantasy of safe space for sexual empowerment is supported and explored. 
Much More Pussy worked as a fantasy for me because it addressed, ac-
knowledged and worked through queer, feminist and lesbian feelings of un-
safety and disorientation, as well as of joy and excitement, that I also experi-
ence in my life and that were reactivated by the action next to me in the 
Moviemento theater. What touched me most in this film was the power of 
the openness and trust between these women, in the face of threat and risk. 
The next chapter discusses how queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as a 
collective political fantasy invokes an ethics of shared embodiment.         
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6. The ethics of shared embodiment 

Phone Fuck explores the idea of longing and absence – and the tension be-
tween touching and not touching – as a trigger for desire. The film is a post 
breakup phone sex scene between two women. It is an erotic encounter played 
out in fantasy while the women masturbate in their separate apartments. The 
phone call is cross-edited with fragments of intimate contact between them – 
images that can be seen as memories or fantasies alike.  

I wanted to work with the theme of a sexual experience played out on dif-
ferent levels – not necessarily physically between the two women in my film, 
but as a meeting created verbally between them, in a shared fantasy. A meet-
ing produced in imagination, but also an autoerotic meeting, as well as a meet-
ing between the film and the viewer. Where the viewer is invited to interact 
with the fantasy scenario and perhaps inspired to reach for and feel herself. 

Even though the women cannot physically reach eachother over the phone 
they still manage to touch eachother. Likewise, I think an erotic encounter 
with a pornographic – or any other kind of film – is characterized precisely by 
the tension between touching and not touching, between touching and still not 
reaching. Watching film is a sensual experience. It is about how the film 
touches the viewer. Phone Fuck wants to enhance this encounter.1 

 
Throughout this research project my production of the short Phone Fuck and 
participation in Dirty Diaries has served as the basis for investigating this 
interpretive community. Following the process of Dirty Diaries, at meetings 
with the other filmmakers in the project, through the practices and concerns 
related to my own filmmaking, as well as through the collection’s wide cir-
culation in different contexts, has made up a central part of the fieldwork. 
Producing Phone Fuck has also been one way of investigating questions 
about the relationships at play in this film culture creatively and in practice. 
Quite evidently, my presentation of Phone Fuck from the Dirty Diaries 
DVD booklet is influenced by Vivian Sobchack’s discussions about how the 
lived body carnally identifies with and makes sense of the film and by her 
description of how she in the film experience “reflexively [turns] toward 
[her] own carnal, sensual, and sensible being to touch [herself] touching, 
smell [herself] smelling, taste [herself] tasting, and, in sum, sense [her] own 
sensuality.”2 In Phone Fuck the technologically mediated sexual encounter 
between the two women reflects the technologically mediated sexual en-

                                                        
1 Ingrid Ryberg, “Phone Fuck,” Dirty Diaries DVD booklet, 2009. 
2 Sobchack, 2004, 77. 
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counter between film and spectator. It thematizes how the lived body in the 
film experience makes sense of the flesh on the screen, both figurally and 
literally, similarly to how the masturbating women turn back to their own 
respective bodies to sense physically what they together imagine figurally, 
and how this may be an enhanced sensual experience.3 The short, as the 
presentation also reflects, was also influenced by Teresa de Lauretis’ discus-
sion about film as fantasy. The film thematizes the central role of fantasy in 
sexuality, as the setting for desire, rather than its object.4 In their conversa-
tion over the phone the women describe in detail what they imagine doing 
together. The actions and movements that they describe partly correspond, 
but also contradict the fantasy images, as well as their respective movements 
in their separate bedrooms. The film explores the incoherence of fantasy, but 
also the sharing of it, between the two women in the film, as well as in pub-
lic. As my fantasy Phone Fuck has functioned as a working through of some 
of the questions raised through my own participation in this film culture that 
this dissertation as a whole grapples with.  

Through Sobchack’s and de Lauretis’ theories of embodied spectatorship 
and notions of carnal identification and fantasy, chapter 5 discussed specta-
torial processes in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as potentially 
shaping experiences of sexual empowerment. This chapter further addresses 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as, in de Lauretis’ words, a “public 
form of fantasy,”5 and in Elizabeth Freeman’s a “collective political fan-
tasy.”6 Drawing on Sobchack it discusses the ethical sensibilities and respon-
sibilities that this publicly and collectively shared fantasy calls forth.7 Sob-
chack argues that lived embodiment is shaped and conditioned by different 
forms of technology that form part of our everyday lives and alter “both our 
sense of the world and our sense of ourselves.”8 This chapter focuses on 
embodiment in this interpretive community as conditioned and shaped by 
media technology, by the practice of recording and screening queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography. In Phone Fuck and other shorts in Dirty Diaries 
technology forms part of sexuality. As Feona Attwood points out, sex in our 
present culture is intertwined with new communication and media technolo-
gies allowing ordinary people to make and circulate their own sexual im-
ages.9 In her words, “sex and technology are stitched together” and enable 

                                                        
3 Ibid. 
4 De Lauretis, 1994, 84; 1995, 67. 
5 De Lauretis, 1995, 68. De Lauretis suggests that gay and lesbian subcultural practices work 
as public forms of fantasy. See also Terralee Bensinger, 1992, 72. Bensinger also proposes an 
understanding of lesbian pornographic activity as a matter of fantasy and of “making commu-
nity.” 
6 Freeman, 65. 
7 Sobchack, 2004, 3, 8-9. 
8 Sobchack, 2004, 8. 
9 Attwood, 2009, xiv. 
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new forms of sexual encounters in the sense that, for example, “phone sex, 
email affairs and cybersex are now part of the late modern repertoire of sex-
ual practices and are becoming part of people’s everyday lives [emphasis in 
original].”10  

As a comment on this condition, the Dirty Diaries short Body Contact 
stages an amateur porn shooting where two women pick up a man over a 
dating site on the Internet, after he, at their request, displays and has his pe-
nis approved. Flasher Girl On Tour, where the director Joanna Rytel is 
filmed as she exposes herself in public, also poses questions about new me-
dia technology in the sexualized public sphere. At our third Dirty Diaries 
meeting in December 2008, where a rough cut of the film is showed and 
discussed, Rytel tells us that the reactions from people who became wit-
nesses to her flashing were rather modest: “People maybe thought that we 
were only fooling around with a mobile phone – or perhaps Paris is such a 
big city that people do not really care,” she says.11 In Mia Engberg’s short 
Come Together the mobile phone camera is passed around between a group 
of women who film their own faces as they masturbate and have orgasms. 
The mobile phone technology is intimately shared between these women, but 
the film was also publicly shared on Stockholm International Film Festival’s 
website and later also circulated as part of Dirty Diaries in a wide range of 
contexts.  

Thus, as Attwood points out, the stitched-togetherness of sex and tech-
nology includes both the making of images of one’s own sexuality but also 
the sharing of these images in public. Dirty Diaries also actualizes Linda 
Williams’ discussion about how “the very act of screening [sex] has become 
an intimate part of our sexuality.”12 Williams’ point is that through publicly 
screening sex, in movie theaters in the 1970s, on video in the 1980s and 
since the 1990s over Internet and on smaller portable screens of all kinds, 
our bodies have become habituated to representations of sex, but also to the 
very act of screening to the degree that screening itself now forms part of our 
sexuality. My statement in the presentation of Phone Fuck that “watching 
film is a sensual experience,” echoes Sobchack’ discussion about the cines-
thetic subject, but also Williams’ contention that “[t]]he very act of screen-
ing [sex] is desirable, sensual, and erotic in its own right.”13  

This chapter discusses the ethical implications of the particular embodi-
ment shaped through the stitched-togetherness of sex and technology in 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. Building on Laura U. Marks’ dis-
cussions about video haptics and erotics and about indexicality, I argue that 

                                                        
10 Attwood, 2009, xiv. 
11 Joanna Rytel, Dirty Diaries meeting, 2008-12-16. 
12 Williams, 2008, 326.  
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this interpretive community invests in a shared embodiment.14 I emphasize 
the locatedness of this shared embodiment in the specific shared contexts of 
production, distribution and consumption that make up this film culture. 
Most crucially, I claim that the shared knowledge, concerns and embodiment 
that constitute this interpretive community also evokes an “ethics of shared 
embodiment,” to borrow from Marks.15 As a “site of struggle,” in Lynne 
Pearce’s words, queer, feminist and lesbian pornography calls forth an ethics 
capable of accommodating disagreements and heterogeneity.16 Drawing on 
Ann Cvetkovich, Sara Ahmed and José Esteban Muñoz, the chapter argues 
that queer, feminist and lesbian pornography is not so much about leaving 
difficulties behind or reaching a fixed goal (safe space), as it is about reach-
ing out for and casting pictures of this goal.17 As such, the “tension between 
touching and not touching, between touching and still not reaching,” that 
Phone Fuck aims at thematizing also characterizes the ethics evoked in 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography.18  

Inviting shared embodiment  

The body is dripping. All desires and dreams about an undefined body are 
making it soft and flowing and hard as stone. Your legs are my arms and 
someone else’s dildo. All words for body parts are misspelled, all words 
rhyme.  

In Fruitcake the body is melting into a soup, mixing into fruit salad. The 
anus is the centre of the dissolution process, this is where we will all end up, 
sooner or later, sucked in towards the center. Saliva, lube and desire are spill-
ing over, making the journey easy and inevitable.  

The anus is a hole, more hungry than the mouth and thirstier than the 
throat. But the anus, unlike the stomach, is never satisfied. It is there and it is 
waiting for us. The whole world is the other way around. 

We know that the anus is making you wet, moist in the mouth you put your 
desire around the opening. You’re getting slippery, sliding around. 

The history of the sex, that is everybody’s sex, that is the ultimate pleasure 
is pressing around your fingers. You are holding it in your hands. All bodies 
are one and the ultimate pleasure of them is spelled A-N-U-S. 

How do you spell dissolution? We spell it A-N-U-S. 
How do you spell revolution? We spell it A-N-U-S. 
How do you spell utopia? We spell it A-N-U-S.19 

                                                        
14 Laura U. Marks, “Video Haptics and Erotics,” in Touch: Sensuous Theory and Multisen-
sory Media (Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 1-20. 
15 Marks, 2002, 8. 
16 Pearce, 1997, 212.  
17 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: 
New York University Press, 2009); Cvetkovich, 2003; Ahmed, 2004, 2006. 
18 Ingrid Ryberg, “Phone Fuck,” 2009. See also Ahmed, 2006, 106. 
19 Ester Martin Bergsmark & Sara Kaaman, “Fruitcake,” Dirty Diaries DVD booklet, 2009. 
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In Ester Martin Bergsmark’s and Sara Kaaman’s Dirty Diaries short Fruit-
cake bodies, fruits, sex toys and random and mundane details from different 
domestic settings, such as plants and electrical cords, blend together in a 
discontinuous and disorienting collage where boundaries between bodies and 
technology and female and male genitals are blurred. The film and its voice-
over, as well as Bergsmark’s and Kaaman’s presentation of it in the Dirty 
Diaries DVD booklet, propose the anus as “everybody’s sex,” as a sex organ 
undoing hierarchically defined differences and producing another, more 
collectively shared embodiment, where “all bodies are one.” In its unfocused 
close-ups the short also explores the aesthetic potential of the mobile phone 
camera technology as such, as also enabling conditions for such shared em-
bodiment.  

 
Fruitcake (Ester Martin Bergsmark & Sara Kaaman, 2009). Courtesy of the film-

makers. 

This exploration of the mobile phone camera as providing conditions for 
dissolved boundaries between bodies and for shared embodiment also takes 
place in a number of other films in the Dirty Diaries collection. Night Time 
(Nelli Roselli) features a heterosexual “goth” couple having sex in a dark 
bedroom. The film thematizes the stitched-togetherness of sex and technol-
ogy in its inclusion of a vibrator, but also through the increasingly unstable, 
random and shaky camera movements. The woman is filming the action 
herself, resulting not only in a visual representation of her and her sex part-
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ner’s bodies, but also in an embodiment of the movements of their sexual 
encounter and her pleasure. Night Time, as well as Tora Mårtens’ Red Like 
Cherry, invokes Carolee Schneemann’s experimental portrayal of her and 
her partner’s sex life in Fuses (1965). Red Like Cherry with its dissolves of 
images of skin, water, sand and light proposes an embodiment not primarily 
guided by visibility, as Mårtens’ presentation of the film in the DVD booklet 
also brings up. Mårtens writes that: “Red Like Cherry elaborates on detail, 
not for the sake of detail, but as a tension-builder and carrier of desire and 
want. Sometimes what you don’t see is better for getting-off than what you 
see.”20  

The film and Mårtens’ presentation of it echoes Laura U. Marks’ discus-
sion about the erotic quality of “haptic images” that “[r]ather than making 
the object fully available to view […] [put] the object into question, calling 
on the viewer to engage in its imaginative construction.”21 Applying Aloïs 
Riegl’s notions of haptic and optical, Marks discusses the tactile qualities 
and the giving up of visual mastery enabled by the diminished capacity of 
video images. When the viewer’s look is denied depth vision and is pushed 
back to the surface of the image, an embodied perception is enabled where 
“the viewer [responds] to the video as to another body and to the screen as 
another skin.”22 In “[pulling] the viewer […] too close to see properly,”23 
haptic images involve an erotics of “giving up” of “visual control” and 
“separateness from the image.”24 In Marks’ terms, these Dirty Diaries shorts, 
where the camera often come too close for the eye to see properly what is 
represented, all invite a “haptic look” and “encourage a bodily relationship 
between the viewer and the image.”25 Marks further argues that the oscilla-
tion between haptic and optical images creates an erotic relationship. Such 
an oscillation is explored in Fruitcake where blurred images are cross-edited 
with visually more readable images of bodies, as well as in Jennifer Rains-
ford’s For the Liberation of Men. The short features an old woman’s fanta-
sies of three young men in different colored wigs and lace tights. In the DVD 
booklet Rainsford writes: 

I told the oldest woman I know to put on the silverdress. I filmed and inter-
viewed her about her sexual fantasies. Together we sank into her demented 
landscape where the border between old memories, real events and fantasies 
are blurred. I came back with the three wigmen.  

One of them was a kind of elevator-prostitute, he never left the elevator, 
people came for rides in the elevator and sometimes used him to get rid of 
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22 Ibid., 4. 
23 Ibid., 16. 
24 Ibid., 13. 
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some frustration. His dick was constantly hard. He had red hair. She visited 
him in the elevator once or twice, but made contact only by talking to him. 

- He is still hard, she repeats in her clear voice. 
The second man wears blue tights, a short fur and has yellow hair. He is 

the most violent masturbator, but also the least destructive. It is very beautiful 
to see him, like watching someone very skilled get to work. 

The last of the three is a blonde, nervous and quite fragile soul who never 
wants to touch ground. She enjoys visiting him the most, because of his spas-
tic movement and fiery breath.26 

 
For the Liberation of Men (Jennifer Rainsford, 2009). Courtesy of the filmmaker. 

For the Liberation of Men visually explores texture, surface and tactility as 
the camera slowly and closely moves over the fabric of the woman’s silver 
colored dress and wrinkled skin, as well as over the men’s legs and crotches 
in lace tights. The film oscillates between haptic and optical images as the 
close caressing camera movement over the surface of the silverdress and the 
skin is cross-edited with images of the three masturbating men in medium 
shots.27 Rainsford’s presentation of the film also brings up the sharing of 
fantasy and embodiment between the filmmaker and the woman in the film 
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and as such raises questions about intimacy and trust. Marks argues that the 
interactive and intersubjective relationship enabled by haptic images ethi-
cally grounds “being susceptible to contact with”28 as well as “respect for 
otherness.”29  

Dirty Diaries, as well as other examples of queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography, such as Emilie Jouvet’s One Night Stand, resonates with 
Marks’ discussions about video haptics and erotics not least because of the 
low capacity of cheap and accessible technology.30 In a discussion about a 
low-resolution digital pornographic photograph, Susanna Paasonen relates 
Marks’ notion of haptic images to “a specific kind of fluidity and liveness”31 
and the elusive and accidental quality of digital images.32 She refers to Lu-
ciana Parisi and Tiziana Terranova’s discussion about digital culture as pre-
senting “an intensification of the material qualities of the image.”33 Williams 
also discusses interactivity enabled by new media technology and what kind 
of embodied relationship to the user this entails.34 According to Williams, 
small size screens alter the viewer’s embodied relation to the film in the 
sense that “[i]nstead of being engulfed by the immaterial moving images of 
the film screen, my body can surround the material object that carries the 
image.”35 She argues that small screens invite an interactive relation with the 
viewing body: “Where the big screen configures me as a spectator or viewer, 
the small screen configures me as a user-participant invited to do more than 
just watch a moving image across the gulf between me and the screen.”36 She 
notes that “much of the pornography out there today has a built-in expecta-
tion that users will be ‘in touch’ with themselves and often masturbating 
before their computer or television monitors or new touch screens.”37  

However, the case of Dirty Diaries, the examples of the web comments 
about Come Together and the chat log from the discussion about Dirty Dia-
ries at Malmö högskola in September 2009, demonstrate that to be a user-

                                                        
28 Ibid., 19. 
29 Ibid., 20. 
30 When I interviewed Emilie Jouvet in Berlin in 2008, she told me that she made One Night 
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31 Paasonen, 2010, 68. 
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33 Luciana Parisi and Tiziana Terranova, “A Matter of Affect: Digital Images and the Cyber-
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participant in the interactive online world of the Internet does not necessarily 
imply an ethical and respectful relationship between images and bodies on 
screen and the bodies off screen. In her discussion about embodied engage-
ments with photographic, cinematic and electronic image technologies, 
rather than celebrating new forms of interactivity enabled by technology, 
Sobchack contrarily argues that the electronic entails a loss of material and 
moral grounding: 

Digital electronic technology atomizes and abstractly schematizes the 
analogic quality of the photographic and cinematic into discrete pixels and 
bits of information that are then transmitted serially, each bit discontinuous, 
discontiguous, and absolute – each bit ‘being-in-itself’ even as it is part of a 
system. Television, videocassettes and digital discs, VCR and DVD record-
ers/players, electronic games, personal computers with Internet access, and 
pocket electronics of all kinds form an encompassing perceptual and represen-
tational system whose various forms ‘interface’ to constitute an alternative 
and absolute electronic world of immaterialized – if materially consequential 
– experience. And this electronic world incorporates the spectator/user 
uniquely in a spatially decentered, weakly temporalized and quasi-
disembodied (or diffusely embodied) state.38  

 
Sobchack argues that the electronic provides a “metaworld” where users are 
liberated from “the pull of […] moral and physical gravity – and […] the 
weight of its real-world consequences.”39 The sexist, racist and homophobic 
chat from Malmö högskola (see chapter 4), especially in relation to the much 
more respectful conduct in the auditorium, raises questions precisely about 
such liberation from moral gravity. In her discussion about the phenomenol-
ogical consequences of new media technologies Marks, however, is more 
optimistic. She discusses the specific embodiment of analog and digital 
video and how “our own perceiving bodies respond to each medium.”40 
Marks contends that “the body of analog video is constituted from flows of 
electrons that maintain an indexical link with the physical world.”41 There-
fore, “[a]s analog video perceives and embodies the world, so we in turn 
share video’s embodied perception.”42 In digital images, on the other hand, 
this indexical link is lost when reality is translated into information units 
(pixels, 1s and 0s), which is precisely Sobchack’s concern. Nevertheless, 
Marks argues, “[d]igital phenomena also have properties that mimic our 
bodies’ exceptional abilities,” such as synesthesia, “our own bodily way of 
translating information among modalities, […] a kind of embodied think-
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ing.”43 She argues that, despite the loss of the indexical link, “[d]igital and 
other electronic images are constituted by processes no less material than 
photography, film, and analog video are.”44 Building her argument on quan-
tum physics and electronic engineering she claims that “digital images are 
existentially connected to the processes that they image.”45 Paasonen points 
out that in Parisi and Terranova’s discussion, digital images possess an af-
fective intensity owing to their “autonomy from the regimes of representa-
tion and identification” and “notions of the real.”46 Marks contrarily high-
lights that “[p]aradoxically, the age of so-called virtual media has hastened 
the desire for indexicality.”47 She points out that digital video “allows artists 
to restore authenticity and embodiment to their performances.”48 The desire 
for indexicality also characterizes queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, 
and this indexicality contributes to its investment in and shaping of shared 
embodiment.  

Shared spaces 
One of the films that Marije Janssen talks about when I interview her during 
the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in 2008 is Morty Diamond’s Trans Entities: The 
Nasty Love of Papi and Wil (2006).49 She finds that the couple in the film 
had a “raw energy” and “powerfulness” that made her discover new desires. 
Trans Entities is also an example of the “desire for indexicality” that charac-
terizes queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. The film features a female-
to-male couple and interweaves interviews with sexual role-play. The pres-
entation of the film reads: 

Trans Entities: The Nasty Love of Papi and Wil is a unique, sexy, thought 
provoking and above all touching portrait of a real transgender couple, Papi 
and Wil, who open themselves up to the camera like you have never seen be-
fore. They are a perverted, loving, polyamourous couple who identify as 
Trans Entities, a word they have coined to describe their gender identity. 

This film is 4 parts BDSM, polyamory, sexuality and gender documentary 
and 3 parts hot sex scenes. They discuss their gender expression, the perils 
and joy of poly love, and you see them negotiating a role-play scene. The film 
gives the viewer an engagingly raw look into Papi and Wil’s uninhibited, joy-
ous and exploratory life.50 
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As discussed in chapter 3, queer, feminist and lesbian pornography is a hy-
brid film practice combining narrative, experimental, educational and not 
least documentary features. In queer, feminist and lesbian pornography the 
“documentary impulse” or “guarantee that we will behold ‘the thing itself’, 
caught in the indexical grain of cinematographic sound and image,” as 
Christian Hansen, Catherine Needham and Bill Nichols put it, also involves 
a documentation of the reality of queer, feminist and lesbian sexual cultures 
and bodies.51 The “thing itself” in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
include not only proof of sexual pleasure, but is related also to notions of 
visibility, authenticity and education. It forms part of a consciousness-raising 
project and the creation of alternative knowledge and publicity. Therefore, in 
the sense that “the photograph’s existence as an object and a possession with 
fixed yet increasing value materializes and authenticates experience, others, 
and oneself as empirically real,” as Sobchack puts it, photographic presence 
is central in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, even if its photo-
graphic technology is digital.52 The films exist as objects in production, dis-
tribution and consumption contexts, but also in activist archives and collec-
tions, such as the collection belonging to Club LASH. In Ann Cvetkovich’s 
terms, queer, feminist and lesbian pornography functions as “an archive of 
feelings.”53 In this sense, Trans Entities both authenticates Papi and Wil as 
empirically real, and represent an archive of feelings. The film centers on 
their reflections and feelings in relation to a world marked by racism and 
homophobia. In the film the embodied indexical traces of these experiences 
are brought in to sexual role-playing.  

In Marije Janssen’s reflections about Trans Entities and about the same 
couple’s appearance in Shine Louise Houston’s In Search of the Wild King-
dom, which screens at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin the same year that I inter-
view her, she underscores how these films have made her more sexually 
open. She talks about how she during the screening of In Search of the Wild 
Kingdom, similarly to her experience of the screening of One Night Stand at 
the festival in 2006, felt the energy changed in the theater and how she left 
aroused. In regard to One Night Stand she talks about how:  

For me it was just mind-blowing to see these women who were so powerful 
and so… sexual, but also so thoughtful about their sexuality and making it 
into something political… I was already in the feminist porn thing so I knew 
that… pornography could be much more political than I ever expected it to be, 

                                                        
51 Hansen, Needham and Nichols, “Pornography, Ethnography, and the Discourse of Power,” 
in Representing Reality, ed. Bill Nichols, 1991, 211; See also Dyer, “Idol Thoughts: Orgasm 
and Self-Reflexivity in Gay Pornography,” in More Dirty Looks, 2004, 102-109.  
52 Sobchack, 2004, 143. 
53 Cvetkovich, 2003. See also Halberstam, 2005, 159; and Laura U. Marks, The Skin of the 
Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2000). 



 178 

but they did it in such a powerful way and it really changed my view on fe-
male sexuality as well and how you can pursue it.54   

 
In her discussion about the interactive relationship enabled by haptic images 
and how this ethically grounds “respect for otherness,” Marks references Bill 
Nichols’ and Jane Gaines’ discussions about “documentaries whose haptic, 
visceral intimacy engenders an ethical relationship between viewer and 
viewed, by inviting the viewer to mimetically embody the experience of the 
people viewed.”55 Marije Janssen’s accounts of her experiences of One Night 
Stand, Trans Entities and In Search of the Wild Kingdom, where she was 
surprised about her strong physical reaction to the bodies in the films, can be 
read as such mimetic embodiment of politicized sexual experiences. When I 
interview Emilie Jouvet, the director of One Night Stand, also during the 
Pornfilmfestival Berlin 2008, I ask her what she thinks about the relation 
between politics and sexual pleasure. Jouvet stresses that she sees them as 
interrelated. She talks about the choice to open One Night Stand with inter-
views with the performers and how she wanted the viewers to see more of 
their personalities than they show in the sex scenes. 

I think it changes the perception when you see someone having sex, I mean 
having a certain sort of practice… when you listen to her… what she thinks 
about that or what she feels – it changes your mind about what you see. It be-
comes more complex and takes on other dimensions… It is easer to find your-
self in it.56 

 
This discussion also echoes Eithne Johnson’s analysis of the “erotic, partici-
pative corporeality” in community-based sexpert videos that she contrasts to 
“the discursive-inscriptive corporeality of scientia sexualis” in professional 
sex education films.57 Johnson’s statement also directs attention to how 
shared embodiment in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography is invited 
through the physically shared spaces that make up this interpretive commu-
nity, where the films circulate and are seen. Marije Janssen’s account is 
characterized by what Miriam Hansen calls a “multiple and dynamic transac-
tion” between the “phantasmagoric space on the screen” and the “theater’s 
physical space and the social environment it [assimilates].”58 In Jennifer’s 

                                                        
54 Interview with Marije Janssen, Berlin, 2008-10-27. 
55 Marks, 8. Marks references Bill Nichols, “The Ethnographer’s Tale,” in Visualising The-
ory: Selected Essays from V.A.R., 1990-1994, ed. Lucien Taylor (New York: Routledge, 
1994), 60-83, and Jane M. Gaines, “Political Mimesis,” in Collecting Visible Evidence, ed. 
Jane M. Gaines and Michael Renov (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 84-
102. 
56 Interview with Emilie Jouvet, Berlin, 2008-10-25. See Ingrid Ryberg, “Tips från por-
nografen,” FLM 5 (2009), 16-17. 
57 Johnson, 1999, 235. 
58 Hansen, 1991, 18. 



 179 

account of her experiences of lesbian pornography at Club LASH, the exhi-
bition context is similarly crucial. Jennifer talks about Club LASH as “an 
oasis with safe and warm atmosphere and acceptance.”59 The women in the 
films she saw there became role models for her.  

Hence, and as argued in chapter 4, meanings of pornographic texts are 
shaped by their contexts of production, distribution and consumption, by the 
reality of the sites, practices and situations that they traverse. Similarly to 
how Marije Janssen found an “added value” in watching porn with others in 
the theater at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin, Marks also discusses her own ex-
perience at a screening of independent gay male pornography at New York 
Lesbian and Gay Film Festival. She accounts for how these films invited “a 
playful look that oscillates between distance and involvement” as well as 
“multiple sorts of erotic looks confined neither to particular subjects nor to 
particular objects, looks that, as well as dominating, may be submissive or 
take some other relation to their object.”60 Marks underscores how this invi-
tation was produced also within the context of the audience in the theater. 
She argues that “[i]n an audience that is a coalition of different interests, the 
contract exists not just between the viewing individual and the screen space 
but among a group.”61 “The mutual participation of a group of people – an 
audience – in these fantasy situations enhances the experience of forming 
identifications across identities [emphasis in original].”62 In this context she 
proposes an “S/M model of looking” that “accounts for the specificity of 
looks, for their contextuality and, most important, the ability to inhabit erotic 
and political relations that change with the situation.”63 Importantly, accord-
ing to Marks, “[t]he negotiation that characterizes the S/M looking relation is 
particularly characteristic of the spectator’s relation to independent films, 
because of the small-scale production context.64 She argues that independent 
films invite a look “closely tied to a relation among the individuals involved 
in the production,” often a documentary encounter between filmmaker and 
actor.65 Furthermore, the documentary character of pornography especially 
“calls on a relation of identification that is different from the fantasy rela-
tions at work in fiction cinema.”66 “Identification in porn is not simply an 
immersion in fantasy but also a relation to the dynamics at work between 
filmmaker […] and actor/subject.”67 In Marks’ discussion, as well as in the 
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different examples of how a shared embodiment is invited in queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography, notions of the haptic and the indexical interrelate 
with the social contexts of this film culture. The rest of this chapter argues 
that the sharing of space, knowledge and fantasy that characterizes this in-
terpretive community call forth an ethics of shared embodiment.  

Embracing trauma, imagining utopia 
Marit Östberg’s film Share (2010) opens with a black frame and a voiceover. 
Flickering fragments with black frames in between cuts of a naked woman 
masturbating on a floor gradually turn into a more seamless sequence where 
images of the woman are cross-edited with images of two other women get-
ting undressed and caressing each other. The voiceover reads:  

When I think about my lover and her lover  
It is a thrill, a disease  
I don’t think 
I think repeatedly 
Your presence in me 
Me and my lover’s lover know how  
Her face we watch  
Her eyes we share  
Image of her eyes 
It’s different, the same, the shame  
It is hard my love to think about your love, my love 
I want to touch their thoughts, bodies 
I want to see them, be them 

 
After the woman orgasms she puts her clothes on and walks over to her 
lover’s apartment where she finds the two women, her lover and her “lover’s 
lover,” having sex. She tells them to continue so she can watch, but after a 
while interrupts them and a violent threesome evolves. Afterwards she gets 
dressed and leaves her lover and “her other lover” together in the apartment. 
Walking home through the now dark city her voiceover reads:   

Me and my lover’s lover know  
We watch  
We share bodies, loneliness  
A play of love  
To play love, my love  
Next time I’ll bring my other lover 

 
The film ends with a short clip with the three women together having sex 
again, but this time also with a fourth woman, the main character’s “other 
lover.”  



 181 

 
Publicity still, Share (Marit Östberg, 2010). Courtesy of the filmmaker. 

As a film about poly-amorous relationships and jealousy the film brings 
up both the pain and the pleasure of sharing a lover with somebody else. In 
the film the “thrill” and “disease” of jealousy is played out and turned into a 
sex scene between the women who share “bodies,” “eyes,” “loneliness” and 
are “present” in each other. I propose the film also thematizes, especially 
through the voiceover’s articulation of the words “watch,” “image,” “eyes” 
and “touch,” the sharing of embodiment in this interpretive community as 
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such, through the circulation of images, thoughts and feelings. In Marit 
Östberg’s accounts of the production of Share, as discussed in chapter 4, she 
talks about the importance of being close to and sharing the sexual energy of 
her performers. The performers in Share also form part of the consciousness-
raising group that Marit Östberg started in Berlin after her experience of 
personal crisis during the screening of her film Authority at the London Les-
bian and Gay Film Festival in March 2010. Her accounts of participation in 
this film culture over the course of three years demonstrate how shared em-
bodiment in this interpretive community is also a matter of how distinctions 
between performers, directors and audience are blurred. Marit Östberg’s 
reflections support Marks’ discussion about independent pornography as 
testifying to “the dynamics at work between filmmaker and actor/subject.”68 

As Share demonstrates, the sharing of bodies, experiences and fantasy is 
not without pain, conflict and difficulties. As argued in previous chapters, 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, as a collective political fantasy 
about a safe space for sexual empowerment, embodies a number of conflicts 
and tensions. Share thematizes some of these and evokes Ann Cvetkovich’s 
account of lesbian sexual public cultures as a matter of “[celebrating] the 
hard-won experience of sexual pleasure without denying its roots in pain and 
difficulty.”69 Cvetkovich argues that the emotional knowledge produced in 
public cultures around sex, such as in butch-femme sexual discourse by Joan 
Nestle, Cherríe Moraga and Leslie Feinberg, where intimate lives are situ-
ated “in relation to classism, racism, and other forms of oppression,”70 serves 
an important function of “providing the space for emotional expression that 
is not available elsewhere.”71 She accounts for how this public emotional 
knowledge and expression regards in particular negotiations related to the 
notion of vulnerability as a question of touching and being touched, sexually 
and emotionally. As commented upon in chapter 5, Cvetkovich points out 
that vulnerability is a privilege and “a desirable and often difficult achieve-
ment.”72 Relating queer studies to trauma studies she discusses the everyday 
life of queer trauma, where “the normalization of sex and gender identities 
can be seen as a form of insidious trauma.”73 Cvetkovich discusses how 
trauma is acknowledged, worked through and explored in sexual practices 
where touch and untouchability are negotiated. She argues that “[w]ithout 
being essentializing, [butch-femme discussions of sexuality] use the body as 
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a ground for negotiating social relations, finding, for instance, within the 
sexual intimacy of the couple practices that address experiences of homo-
phobia, shame and abjection in the public world.”74 She forwards a “healing” 
potential in the publicly shared acknowledgment of the traumatic dimension 
of sexuality.75 I propose that Share, in line with Cvetkovich’s discussion, 
explores the healing potential of bringing the pain of jealousy into sexual 
practice and play.  

Similarly, in her discussion about BDSM and especially about race role-
play, for instance in Isaac Julien’s The Attendant (1992), Freeman argues 
that “S/M relentlessly physicalizes the encounter with history and thereby 
contributes to a reparative criticism that takes up the materials of a traumatic 
past and remixes them in the interests of new possibilities for being and 
knowing.”76 This analysis is actualized also in the case of Trans Entities, 
where BDSM is explored precisely as a reparative criticism of the trauma of 
racism. In the film the couple, Papi and Wil, engages in a sexual role-play 
with a third, and unlike them, white, partner. In an interview the three of 
them explain: “We engage in race play that is very taboo… But there’s hon-
esty that lives here and there’s struggle that lives here. We, you know, we 
wanna work through that.” Furthermore, the couple’s self-identification as 
“Trans Entities” can also be understood as a struggle for and an exploration 
of “new possibilities for being and knowing,” as Freeman puts it. The inclu-
sion of negotiations of the role-playing in Trans Entities’ and Share’s non-
verbal, yet emphasized physical communication about the women’s different 
roles in the sex scene also echo Cvetkovich’s contention that “[b]eing made 
to feel, and especially the physical or sensuous experience of being pene-
trated, is a rich locus of social meaning, and the physical and sexual are 
linked not just to the emotional but to conceptions of gender, sexuality, race, 
and nationality.”77  

Both Cvetkovich and Freeman engage in discussions about the notion of 
queer “antisociality” as associated with the works of Leo Bersani and Lee 
Edelman.78 Bersani argues that across the fields of the Sex Wars, in the writ-
ings of MacKinnon and Dworkin as well as Gayle Rubin and Pat Califia, a 
“redemptive reinvention of sex” is entertained [emphasis in original].79 In this 
discourse sex is imagined as “less disturbing, less socially abrasive, less 
violent, more respectful of ‘personhood’ than it has been in male-dominated 
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phallocentric culture.”80 Drawing on George Bataille and Freud, Bersani 
opposes the redemptive enterprise with notions of “self-shattering,” “maso-
chism” and “disintegration and humiliation of the self.”81 He argues that, 
instead of accepting “our culture’s lies about sexuality,” the dysfunctionality 
of sexuality should be celebrated. Cvetkovich’s discussion about lesbian 
public sex cultures distances itself from notions of the “self-shattering” vio-
lence of sexuality. She argues that “[f]emme lesbians also value ‘loss of 
control,’ and they don’t prettify powerlessness.”82 She points out how Ber-
sani’s discussion concerns how a “specifically masculine self is humiliated, 
and hence threatened with disintegration, by anal penetration,”83 and argues 
that  “femme accounts of receptivity avoid a redemptive reading of sex, in-
sisting on the fear, pain, and difficulty that can block the way to and be con-
jured up by making oneself physically and emotionally vulnerable or recep-
tive.”84 Invoking these discussions Bergsmark’s and Kaaman’s Dirty Diaries 
short Fruitcake can be read as celebrating dissolution, not as self-shattering, 
and the rectum, not as “grave,” but as a path to utopia. 

This “embracing” of trauma, as Cvetkovich puts it, as a potentially heal-
ing and reparative practice, actualized in Share and Trans Entities, also in-
vokes José Esteban Muñoz’ work on queerness as horizon, utopia, futurity 
and hope.85 In a conversation about queer hope and hopelessness between 
Muñoz and Lisa Duggan they discuss hope as a “risky reaching out for 
something else that will fail.”86 Even if “experimental intimacies often fal-
ter,” as Share in some sense also acknowledges, “those failures and efforts to 
fail have a certain value despite their ends.”87 In line with their argument, 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography can be considered in terms of “a 
politics oriented towards means and not ends.”88 They contend that hope “is 
not about announcing the way things ought to be, but, instead, imagining 
what things could be [emphasis in original].”89 In this sense the collective 
political fantasy of safe space for sexual empowerment is more about imag-
ining safe space, than about announcing correct solutions for realizing this 
space. The strategies explored in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
are many and sometimes conflicting. Throughout this dissertation I have 
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brought up examples and situations that complicate and even question the 
figure of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as a safe space for sexual 
empowerment, such as how my friend was sexually harassed in a theater in 
Berlin or the heterogeneous and contested political and aesthetic legacies of 
this film culture. In the case of Dirty Diaries, some filmmakers chose to 
participate anonymously and during the production there were disagree-
ments, for instance around whether Marit Östberg’s film Uniform should end 
with bloopers or not. One of the performers in the short chose to withdraw 
her participation and the film did not come part of the final collection. In 
different screening situations of Dirty Diaries, filmmakers, including myself, 
also experienced feelings of unsafety.  

Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography hence is characterized by an ac-
tivism of striving toward a goal, despite risks, unsafety and failures. The 
politics of imagining, rather than realizing safe space evokes an ethics that is 
not either necessarily practiced or realized, but is called forth by the invest-
ment in shared struggles and fantasies in this interpretive community. I con-
tend that queer, feminist and lesbian pornography calls forth an ethics of 
shared embodiment. This ethics is located in the process of collectively 
imagining and reaching out, in taking the risk of failure, and in accommodat-
ing the failures, conflicts and traumas that this fantasy entails. Such ethics 
involves acknowledging past traumas and their traces, but also taking the 
risk of hoping and continuing to reach out for another world; in 
Cvetkovich’s words to making oneself vulnerable, and in Marks’ to be sus-
ceptible to otherness. The called forth ethics of shared embodiment in queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography consists in reaching out for safe space, but 
still accommodating the difficulties that this shared endeavor entails.90 It 
involves both acknowledging trauma and still taking the risk of hoping for 
something else.  

Importantly, this process of reaching out and taking risks also shapes bod-
ies. As Muñoz puts it, “[q]ueerness is also a performative because it is not 
simply a being but a doing for and toward the future.”91 In his discussion 
about queer cultural production around the time of the Stonewall rebellion in 
1969, he argues for the world-making potential and performativity of queer 
cultural production as it insists on the possibility for another world.92 Impor-
tantly, “utopia is not about simply achieving happiness or freedom; utopia is 
in fact a casting of a picture of potentiality and possibility.”93 

Utopia is always about the not-quite-here or the notion that something is miss-
ing. Queer cultural production is both an acknowledgement of the lack that is 
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endemic to any heteronormative rendering of the world and a building, a 
‘world-making,’ in the face of that lack. A nothing is a utopian act insofar as it 
acknowledges a lack that is normalized as reality and attempts to work with 
and through nothingness and ephemerality: it is both a critique and an additive 
or reparative gesture. Queer utopian practice is about ‘building’ and ‘doing’ in 
response to that status of nothing assigned to us by the heteronormative 
world.94 

 
Echoing Muñoz, Marit Östberg talks about how queer feminist film produc-
tions can work as “temporary coalitions” where one can try building alterna-
tive relations outside of the hierarchies related to capitalism, patriarchy and 
racism. She reflects on how the very act of filmmaking produces “solidarity” 
in an activist community, but also how the films represent an idea about a 
community, sometimes in “a utopian way.”  

The stories in queer films, what this can create, the representation of a com-
munity that may not exist, that may exist as an idea but that does not work in 
practice – I mean everyone feels alone and everyone feels excluded, which 
may depend on one’s own low self-esteem, and thinks that they’re not really a 
part of the gang… But also there is no community where everyone has always 
time for each other. This sisterhood idea that I think queer feminist filmmak-
ing can be, it may not exist in reality always but it exists in the productions.95       

 
This is the last research interview I do with Marit Östberg. It is June 2011 
and three years have passed since we both attended the first meeting with 
Dirty Diaries at Café Copacabana. She is in Stockholm organizing a work-
shop on “The Lesbian Body and Queer Sexuality – Artistic and Porno-
graphic Practices” together with the artist Malin Arnell. The workshop forms 
part of a program called “Community Action Center and Beyond – Two 
days of sociosexual affinity” where Share is screened along with the film 
Community Action Center (A.K. Burns and AL Steiner, 2010), films by Bar-
bara Hammer and Malin Arnell. Community Action Center is an experimen-
tal video “inspired by 1970s porn-romance-liberation films,”96 which evokes 
Muñoz’s discussions about “queerness as a temporal arrangement in which 
the past is a field of possibility in which subjects can act in the present in the 
service of a new futurity.”97 The presentation of the film reads: 

This project is a small archive of an intergenerational community built on col-
laboration, friendship, sex and art. The work attempts to explore a considera-
tion of feminist fashion, sexual aesthetics and an expansive view of what is 
defined as ‘sex’. Burns and Steiner worked with artists and performers who 
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created infinitely complex gender and performance roles that are both real and 
fantastical.98  

 
After the screening Marit Östberg does a Q&A session with the filmmakers 
of Community Action Center. Burns and Steiner underscore how the project 
is anchored in the practices of exploring and challenging notions of gender 
and sexuality within their own subcultural community.99 In my interview 
with Marit Östberg she also talks about how her Berlin-based consciousness-
raising group for queer porn performers functions as a kind of building of 
“sisterhood.” “What I do now builds on a close relationship to the people I 
work with… and the will to create things together,” she says.100  

These discussions resonate with both Muñoz’s insistence on “the essential 
need for an understanding of queerness as collectivity,”101 and Ahmed’s con-
tention that “[t]he queer body is not alone; queer does not reside in a body or 
an object, and is dependent on the mutuality of support.”102 “When we tread 
on paths that are less trodden, which we are not sure are paths at all (is it a 
path, or is the grass just a little bent?), we might need even more support,” 
Ahmed argues [emphasis in original].103 The reaching out for and imagining 
of a new world in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, drawing on Ah-
med, also creates “new lines,” “new patterns and new ways of making 
sense.”104 In this sense the collective political fantasy of safe space for sexual 
empowerment has the potential to shape bodies in their different present 
realities. In collectively imagining new paths, queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography also allows and provides conditions for new orientations and 
pleasures. I contend that rather than announcing fixed solutions or reaching 
specific goals, this film culture is about the public and collective sharing of 
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trauma, hope and pleasure. It is also in this sense that screening – and re-
cording – queer, feminist and lesbian sex forms an intimate part of sexuality. 
In Williams’ terms, screening queer, feminist and lesbian porn is “to play at 
sex,” just as the voiceover in Share talks about “a play of love, to play 
love.”105 In queer, feminist and lesbian pornography this play is a play at a 
representation of sex, which is also about playing at sex. It is a playful, but 
sometimes also painful and risky, exploration of the fantasy of a safe space 
for this play.  
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7. The wave and the undertow: summary and 
conclusions 

As this research project comes to an end, Dirty Diaries continues to circulate 
and gain attention internationally at different festivals and events. During the 
fall of 2011 the film screens at the feminist culture festival BeFem in Bel-
grade and wins The Feminist Porn Film Awards Europe, a prize honoring 
work “demonstrating female pleasure and expanding the range of sexual 
expression for women.”1 The Feminist Porn Film Awards Europe takes place 
in Berlin a week before the sixth Pornfilmfestival Berlin, which in 2011 has 
a record attendance of 5,500 visitors.2 This year the festival screens a new 
short from one of the participating filmmakers in Dirty Diaries, Joanna Ry-
tel. Her film Gang Bang Barbie (2010) wins the festival’s Short Film Com-
petition.3 Moreover, during the fall of 2011 the international performance art 
festival Feminists in Space in Copenhagen screens Marit Östberg’s film 
Share along with her new film Sisterhood (2011).4 Sisterhood is a documen-
tary based on interviews with participants in her other films and discusses 
pornography “as an important feminist and activist strategy.”5 Marit Östberg 
is also one of the performers in Cheryl Dunye’s lesbian feature Mommy Is 
Coming that premieres at the Berlinale in February 2012. The film is set in 
Berlin and mixes romantic comedy with explicit sex scenes. 

In this research project, I have studied one portion of a vibrant and ex-
panding transnational queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture. The 
category queer, feminist and lesbian pornography has been constructed in 
order to account for an ongoing wave of interest in pornography as a vehicle 
for queer, feminist and lesbian activism. This category has been examined as 

                                                        
1 “About Befem,” BeFem website, http://www.befem.org/ accessed 2011-11-08, ”Feminis-
tischer Pornofilmpreis Europa,”  
http://www.poryes.de/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=34&Itemid=138onte
nt&view=article&id=34&Itemid=138 (accessed 2011-11-07). 
2 According to Facebook post on 2011-10-31,  
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Pornfilmfestival-Berlin/259816320725799 (accessed 2011-
11-07). 
3 ”And the winners are…” 6. Pornfilmfestival Berlin website,  
http://www.pornfilmfestivalberlin.de/pffb_2011/en/?p=4682 (accessed 2011-11-08). 
4 Feminists in Space website, http://warehouse9.dk/fis/?page_id=247 (accessed 2011-11-08). 
5 “Marit Östberg (SE),” Feminists in Space website, http://warehouse9.dk/fis/?page_id=44 
(accessed 2011-11-08). 
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a film culture made up by the transnational circulation of films, discourses, 
people and practices. I have accounted for this film culture through case 
studies of the Swedish feminist porn film collection Dirty Diaries where 
twelve filmmakers made shorts with mobile phone cameras, the annual Porn-
filmfestival Berlin and Club LASH, a Stockholm-based S/M, fetish and 
kinky club for women and transsexual people where pornography is regu-
larly screened. These cases have been discussed as three examples of how 
the film culture intertwines with queer, feminist and lesbian struggles for 
sexual empowerment in a wide range of contexts of production, distribution 
and consumption. Focusing on these three cases the study has not charted or 
provided a complete picture of the recent proliferation of productions and 
events engaged in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. The film cul-
ture’s online existence has also fallen outside of the scope of this research 
project.  

The aim of this study has been to account for this film culture and to un-
derstand its political and ethical meanings and historical and cultural lega-
cies. I have addressed three research questions about 1) the discourses, aes-
thetics, sites, practices and situations that make up this film culture; 2) what 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography means for participants in this film 
culture; and 3) the politics and ethics of queer, feminist and lesbian pornog-
raphy. In order to respond to these questions I have examined this film cul-
ture through the concept of interpretive community. Building on Lynne 
Pearce’s definition of this concept, queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
has been studied as a “site of struggle” and disagreement, but as nevertheless 
defined by certain shared knowledge and concerns.6 The concept of interpre-
tive community has shed light on how this film culture, despite its multi-
sited and contingent character, articulates, in particular, one common politi-
cal concern. Throughout this study, I have argued that the defining feature of 
this interpretive community is a recurrent figure of queer, feminist and les-
bian pornography as a potentially safe space for sexual empowerment. I have 
demonstrated how this figure is mobilized in the context of the small mem-
bers-only Club LASH, as well as at screenings of Dirty Diaries in such di-
verse contexts as the London International Lesbian and Gay Film Festival, 
the Swedish Cinematheque in Stockholm and Malmö University. I have also 
highlighted the centrality of this figure throughout the political and aesthetic 
legacies that this film culture belongs to. Hence, a main argument in this 
dissertation has been that queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, is charac-
terized by a politics of constructing safe space. I have maintained that safe 
space, in Elizabeth Freeman’s terms, is the “collective political fantasy” that 
this film culture engages in.7    

                                                        
6 Pearce, 1997, 212, 2004, 223; Bobo, 59. 
7 Freeman, 65. 
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The concept of interpretive community, in my definition, has also enabled 
an examination of how meanings of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography 
are shaped not only by the discourses and aesthetics, but also by the sites, 
practices and situations that make up this film culture. Drawing on Miriam 
Hansen and Jane Juffer, I have argued that meanings and experiences of 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography should be analyzed in relation to 
specific sites, practices and situations of reception. For example, I have high-
lighted how the exhibition site of Club LASH, a club dedicated to providing 
conditions for safe and consensual sexual encounters and BDSM role-play, 
contributes to research subjects’ experiences of queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography as a safe space for sexual exploration. I have also pointed out 
how practices of participation in this film culture often blur boundaries be-
tween the audience, directors, performers and organizers and that this affects 
how films are experienced. In bringing out specific situations of reception 
and experiences of exposure and unsafety, such as during the screening of 
Much More Pussy at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin in 2010, where my friend 
was sexually harassed, I have also directed attention to the contingent and 
contradictory character of the figure of safe space.  

In this study, ethnographic fieldwork has been a crucial method for locat-
ing the meanings of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography in specific con-
texts of production, distribution and consumption. The fieldwork was de-
signed around the cases of Dirty Diaries, Pornfilmfestival Berlin and Club 
LASH and consists of questionnaires, interviews and participant observation. 
Interviews with members of Club LASH, attendance at the Pornfilmfestival 
Berlin, in 2008, 2009 and 2010, and regular meetings with the filmmakers 
during the production phase of Dirty Diaries and a number of screenings of 
the completed film, amount to a large body of material that has provided 
crucial insights into the questions that this project set out to investigate. The 
ethnographic material from these different contexts of production, distribu-
tion and consumption has served as a correction of the lack of empirically 
based research on practices of porn production and reception and has pro-
vided an important basis for contributing to the field of porn studies.8 Impor-
tantly, therefore, this dissertation would not have been possible without the 
valuable contributions of the many research subjects who chose to partici-
pate in the project in various ways. 

Furthermore, in this study the concept of interpretive community and the 
method of ethnographic fieldwork have accentuated my own participation in 
this film culture and how my account of it has been articulated from this 
position. Participant observation has allowed me to draw from my own 
experiences of participating in this film culture and to underscore the 
situatedness of this research project.9 The dissertation has analyzed accounts  

                                                        
8 Attwood, 2002, 103; Paasonen, 2007, 18. 
9 Haraway, 1988. 
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of others’ as well as my own film experiences, for instance from specific 
reception situations of Dirty Diaries. In this regard, my participation as one 
of the filmmakers in Dirty Diaries and the production of my short Phone 
Fuck have also formed a vital part of the research process. This part of the 
fieldwork has provided an empirical basis for outlining the political and aes-
thetic concerns of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography. Scrutinizing the 
production of Dirty Diaries in relation to a history of queer, feminist and 
lesbian representations of sex has brought out safety and consent as central 
concerns in this film culture. Aside from serving as an examination of pro-
duction processes, the production of Phone Fuck has served as an explora-
tion of issues raised through my own participation in this film culture. The 
short, which features a lesbian phone sex scenario, reflects on my own expe-
riences of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography and in particular of the 
film Hard Love. Phone Fuck and the scene from Hard Love that became the 
inspiration for it contributed significantly to this project’s focus on embodied 
spectatorship.  

In discussing how experiences and meanings of queer, feminist and les-
bian pornography are shaped by their location within this interpretive com-
munity, this work has directed attention to their corporeal dimension. Thus, I 
have defined interpretive community as involving embodied spectatorial 
processes, different practices of participation in this film culture and their 
situatedness in specific contexts and situations. Building on Linda Williams, 
Vivian Sobchack and Teresa de Lauretis, the dissertation has examined how 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as a collective political fantasy of 
safe space engages and shapes the embodied subjectivities of participants in 
this interpretive community.10 Their work on embodied spectatorship has 
been discussed in order to open up and analyze research subjects’ accounts 
of experiences of empowerment and arousal, but also of disgust and anger.  

With reference to Williams’ discussion about habituation to public 
screenings of sexual images, I have argued that queer, feminist and lesbian 
porn film culture provides an arena where bodies are habituated and opened 
up not only to “new forms of socialized arousal,” but also to being porn 
spectators.11 I have also stressed the necessity of considering such habitua-
tion in relation to specific bodies’ location in intersecting power structures. 
Drawing from, but also interrogating Sobchack’s notion of carnal identifica-
tion through detailed interview accounts of how films are felt in the body, I 
have stated that the embodied experience of pornography is shaped not only 
by a general ability to make sense of moving images corporeally, but also by 
personal histories and practices. This argument has been further elaborated 
through de Lauretis’ work on the notion of fantasy and her emphasis on tak-
ing into account who produces the fantasy and the difference between public 

                                                        
10 Williams, 2008, 18, 309-326; Sobchack, 2004, 53-84; De Lauretis, 1994, 81-148. 1999.  
11 Williams, 2008, 18. 
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and private fantasies. Looking into accounts from interviews, Dirty Diaries 
meetings and films where identification, desire and “politically incorrect” 
fantasies are discussed, I have traced how experiences of queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography are located in the “slide […] between the subjective and 
the social,” in de Lauretis’ words.12 

Through this theoretical framework, the study has mapped out queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography’s potential to form part of processes of 
sexual empowerment and enhanced agency. Research subjects’ accounts of 
improved sexual self-esteem have been read also in relation to Sara Ahmed’s 
discussions about how bodies take shape through how they extend differ-
ently in space and come into contact with other bodies.13 Drawing from Ah-
med, I have discussed queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as providing 
a surface where bodies constricted by dominant gender and sexual norms can 
expand their reach and take new shapes. The corporeal and social dimension 
of such processes has been underscored. However, with refernece to de 
Lauretis, I have also stressed that embodied subjectivities are not reshaped 
by willpower and that fantasies do not simply correlate with political ideals. 
Still, I have argued that as a public fantasy, queer, feminist and lesbian por-
nography can become part of the psychic reworkings of internal and external 
realities that constitute subjectivity.14 

Queer, feminist and lesbian pornography has at the outset of this study 
been described as forming a wave of interest in pornography as activism. 
Drawing from Ahmed, I have discussed how this film culture opens up new 
paths and draws new lines for bodies to follow.15 Thought as a wave, queer, 
feminist and lesbian pornography is a forceful line to follow. On its surface 
it gathers and shapes bodies, but it also shapes and leaves marks on the so-
cial surfaces that it traverses.16 Importantly, as a wave, queer, feminist and 
lesbian pornography is not a straight line. As a wave it also embodies several 
intertwining undercurrents. As Elizabeth Freeman points out, a wave is con-
stituted also by an undertow. In her terms, “the movement time of collective 
political fantasy” is characterized both by a forward movement and by a pull 
back, by a temporal drag.17 This study has aimed at understanding and his-
toricizing this pull or undertow of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography.  

In this dissertation I have contended that queer, feminist and lesbian por-
nography belongs to the legacies of second wave feminism’s politicization 
of sexuality and the emergence of feminist and lesbian porn production 
companies during the so-called ‘Sex Wars’ of the 1980s. Through reading 

                                                        
12 De Lauretis, 1995, 64. 
13 Ahmed, 2006, 1-21. 
14 De Lauretis, 1999a, 307. 
15 Ahmed, 2006, 171. 
16 Ahmed, 2004, 165; 2006, 19-20. 
17 Freeman, 65. 
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the production of Dirty Diaries in relation to these legacies the study has 
highlighted the political and aesthetic heterogeneity of this film culture. 
Throughout this study I have argued that queer, feminist and lesbian pornog-
raphy, as a “site of struggle,” activates a constitutive tension between af-
firmation and critique that de Lauretis defines as characteristic of the 
women’s movement and of women’s cinema.18 Drawing from de Lauretis, I 
have demonstrated how this “pull in opposite directions” is played out politi-
cally and aesthetically in this film culture, in debates about pornography as 
well as in discussions about film practice.19 With Dirty Diaries as a main 
example, I have defined queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as a hybrid 
film practice incorporating documentary, narrative, experimental and educa-
tional styles. This study has aimed at historicizing the internal pull and ten-
sions in queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, not as a progressive or 
decade-specific timeline, but in Clare Hemmings’ words, as a “series of on-
going contests and relationships.”20 Drawing from Chris Straayer, Jane 
Gerhard and Lynn Comella this work has disrupted a linear chronology of 
queer, feminist and lesbian discussions and productions of sexual representa-
tions. For instance, I have forwarded how sexual consciousness-raising is 
central across this film culture and its legacies. 

The inherent tension between affirmation and critique has also been dis-
cussed in terms of a tension between the notions of intimate and a counter 
public.21 Building on Lauren Berlant and with examples from the interview 
material, I have contended that queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, as 
an intimate public, provides a promise of recognition and belonging for par-
ticipants in this interpretive community. Drawing on Michael Warner and 
others, I have also contended that queer, feminist and lesbian pornography, 
as a counter public, challenges dominant notions of gender and sexuality and 
claims public visibility and accessibility. Through fieldwork examples from 
different reception contexts and situations, the dissertation has demonstrated 
that the two functions of intimate and counter public intertwine, but also at 
times clash in queer, feminist and lesbian porn film culture. For instance, I 
have discussed how the wide public circulation of Dirty Diaries at times has 
put the figure of a safe space for sexual empowerment at stake. The notions 
of intimate and counter public have further contributed to the disruption of a 
linear narrative of queer, feminist and lesbian activism and its recent past. As 
an “affective scene for identification” queer, feminist and lesbian pornogra-
phy challenges a progressive chronology from identity politics to queer ac-
tivism.22 In this project the methodological decision to conduct fieldwork 

                                                        
18 Pearce, 1997, 212; and de Lauretis, 2007a, 25. 
19 De Lauretis, 2007, 25. 
20 Hemmings, 2005, 31. 
21 Berlant, 2008; Berlant, 2002; Warner, 2002a; Warner, 2002b; Warner and Berlant, 1998. 
22 Berlant, 2008, viii. 
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was based precisely on the need to reframe such binary oppositions explain-
ing pornography as either oppression or liberation, from the point of view of 
either radical feminism or sex radicalism. The fieldwork has most crucially 
enabled this work’s understanding of queer, feminist and lesbian pornogra-
phy as instead illustrating the co-presence and overlapping of these discus-
sions. They all form part of the undercurrents of queer, feminist and lesbian 
pornography’s politics of constructing safe space for sexual empowerment.  

Finally, the study has discussed the shared knowledge and concerns in 
this interpretive community as a question of shared embodiment shaped by 
media technological aspects. Building on Laura U. Marks and with the mo-
bile phone shorts in Dirty Diaries as main examples, I have highlighted how 
shared embodiment is invited aesthetically through notions of both the haptic 
and the indexical, but also socially through this film culture’s various shared 
sites for and practices of participation and interaction. This investment in 
shared embodiment, I have argued, also evokes an ethics of shared embodi-
ment. The dissertation has contended that queer, feminist and lesbian por-
nography’s both shared and internal struggles around the figure of safe space 
call forth an ethics of shared embodiment that can accommodate the film 
culture’s internal pull between affirmation and critique. It evokes an ethics 
that can harbor both the forward movement of the wave and its undertow.  

Throughout the study I have discussed how the shared spaces, concerns 
and fantasies in this interpretive community involve conflicts and paradoxes 
that call the figure of safe space into question. I have brought up examples of 
how participants in this film culture have been subjected to harassment and 
assault, but also of how disagreements over political and aesthetic strategies 
were articulated within Dirty Diaries, and how decisions to direct and per-
form in films have been regretted and withdrawn, anonymous and tied to 
feelings of shame. I have proposed that the collective political fantasy of 
queer, feminist and lesbian pornography as a safe space, with reference to 
José Esteban Muñoz and Lisa Duggan, can be understood as a “risky reach-
ing out” and “a politics towards means” rather than towards ends.23 Drawing 
on Muñoz’s work on queerness as world-making and utopia, I have argued 
that the political and ethical implications of queer, feminist and lesbian por-
nography consist in the very act of its “casting pictures of potentiality and 
possibility.”24 Hence, it is in the very process of imagining safe space, not in 
achieving it, that queer, feminist and lesbian pornography matters. With 
reference to Ann Cvetkovich, I have discussed the process of imagining and 
fantasizing about a safe space for sexual empowerment, not as a matter of 
leaving difficulties behind, but of acknowledging them as a part of sexuality. 
Drawing from her work on lesbian sexual public cultures, queer, feminist 
and lesbian pornography has been understood as “celebrating the hard-won 

                                                        
23 Duggan and Muñoz, 2009, 281. 
24 Muñoz, 2009, 125. 
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experiences of sexual pleasure.”25 As an activist movement, the current wave 
of queer, feminist and lesbian pornography explores and politicizes sexuality 
both as pleasure and danger.  
 

                                                        
25 Cvetkovich, 4. 
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Appendix 

List of Dirty Diaries screenings1  

Bio Rio, September 2009 
Stockholm, Sweden 
 
Skiftesföreläsning Malmö högskola, September 2009 
Malmö, Sweden 
 
Malmö Queer & Art Film Festival, September 2009 
Malmö, Sweden 
 
Ladyfest Zagreb, Vox Feminae, September 2009 
Zagreb, Croatia 
 
PornFest Isra-hell, October 2009 
Tel-Aviv, Israel 
 
HBTH conference, October 2009 
Stockholm, Sweden 
 
Uppsala International Short Film Festival, October 2009 
Uppsala, Sweden 
 
Pornfilmfestival Berlin, October 2009 
Berlin, Germany 
 
Theatrical release, November 2009 
Helsinki, Finland 
 
Cinemateket Stockholm, November 2009 

                                                        
1 Theatrical releases, festivals and other events where all or some of the shorts in the collec-
tion have been screened up until 2010-10-31. 
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Stockholm, Sweden 
 
CPH:dox, November 2009 
Copenhagen, Denmark 
 
MIX NYC, November 2009 
New York, USA 
 
Festival de Films Gays Lesbiens Trans de Paris, November 2009 
Paris, France 
 
Filmidyll, Högkvarteret, November 2009 
Stockholm, Sweden 
 
Perv Filmfestival, December 2009 
Sydney, Australia 
 
Annual Youth Environmental Congress, December 2009 
Hamburg, Germany 
 
Arbetets Museum Norrköping, December 2009 
Norrköping, Sweden 
 
London Lesbian & Gay Filmfestival, March 2010 
London, UK 
 
Clermont-Ferrand Short Filmfestival, January/February 2010 
Clermont-Ferrand, France 
 
Internationales Frauenfilmfestival Dortmund/Köln, April 2010 
Dortmund/Köln, Germany 
 
Visions du Reel, Festival International de Cinema, April 2010 
Nyon, France 
 
Hamburg International Short Film Festival, June 2010 
Hamburg, Germany 
 
Theatrical release France, June 2010 
France 
 
Roskilde Music Festival, July 2010 
Roskilde, Denmark 
 



 199 

Odense International Film Festival, August 2010 
Odense, Denmark 
 
Montreal Festival of New Cinema, October 2010 
Montreal, Canada 
 
Indie Erotic Filmfest, September 2010 
San Francisco, USA 
 
Raindance Festival London, September/October 2010  
London, UK 
 
City of Women Festival, October 2010 
Ljubljana, Slovenia  
 
Genderbenderfestival, October 2010 
Bologna, Italy 
 
Pink Screens Film Festival, October 2010 
Brussels, Belgium 
 
Skeive Filmer, October 2010 
Oslo, Norway 
 
Queer Film klubb, Högkvarteret October 2010 
Stockholm, Sweden 
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Questionnaire2 

 

Do you watch lesbian pornography? 
 
 
I would be very grateful if you could complete this questionnaire and return 
it to me in the enclosed envelop. 
 
I am a Ph.D. student conducting research on lesbian pornography at the De-
partment of Cinema Studies, Stockholm University. I am interested in the 
relation between lesbian pornography and its viewers. Today Porn Studies is 
a well established and expanding academic field. However, there is still very 
little research done on lesbian pornography and none on its spectators and 
consumption. The purpose of this questionnaire is to collect information 
about consumer habits regarding lesbian pornography. This questionnaire 
also asks if you would be interested in participating in follow-up interviews 
for this research project (question 25). 
 
This questionnaire is a pilot to test how the questions work before I conduct 
a larger survey and make interviews. Information from this questionnaire 
may be presented in my forthcoming dissertation on lesbian pornography, as 
well as in related articles and lectures. However, it is important to note that 
the information from this questionnaire will remain confidential and will be 
presented only anonymized. 
 
Check or circle the option(s) that seem(s) most appropriate to you. Feel en-
couraged to clarify your answers in the commentary space. If you have any 
questions about this questionnaire or the research project in general, please 
do not hesitate to contact me.  
 
Thank you very much for your contribution! 
 
 
Ingrid Ryberg 
Stockholm, May 2008 

                                                        
2 Questionnaire run at Club LASH in Stockholm, 2008-05-29. With some slight changes in 
the information letter, the questionnaire was also run at the Pornfilmfestival Berlin, 2008-10-
23. My contact information was provided on each page. 
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1.What year are you born? 

2. How do you define your gender? 
 
a) Woman 
b) Man 
c) Intergender 
d) Transgender 

e) Transsexual MTF 
f) Transsexual FTM 
g) Other 

 
Comment: 

3. How do you define your sexual identity? 
 
a) Lesbian 
b) Gay male 
c) Bisexual  
d) Heterosexual 

e) Pansexual 
f) Queer 
g) Asexual  
h) Other 

 
Comment: 

4. Where do you live? 
 
a) In Stockholm  
b) In another Swedish city 

c) In the countryside 
d) Other 

 
Comment: 

5. I have completed the following education: 
 
a) Compulsory school 
b) High school 
c) College less than 3 years 

d) College more than 3 years 
e) Graduate school 
f) Other 

 
Comment: 

5. Employment 
 
a) Full time job 
b) Part time job 
c) Unemployed 

d) Student 
e) Other 

 
Comment: 
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6. How often do you watch lesbian pornography? 
 
a) Every day 
b) Every week 
c) Every month 

d) 3-6 times a year 
e) 1-2 times a year 
f) Less than once a year 

 
Comment: 

7. What kinds of media do you use in order to watch lesbian 
pornography? 
 
a) DVD 
b) VHS 
c) Internet 

d) Magazines 
e) Other 

 
What? 
Comment: 

8. Where do you watch lesbian pornography? Circle Usually, 
Sometimes, Rarely or Never for the different places. 
 
a) At Home       Usually   Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
b) At someone else’s house  Usually   Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
c) In clubs/bars      Usually  Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
d) At festivals      Usually   Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
e) Other        Usually   Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
 
Comment: 

9. Do you watch lesbian pornography… Circle Usually, Sometimes, 
Rarely or Never for the different alternatives. 
 
a) Alone        Usually   Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
b) With another person   Usually   Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
c) With other persons    Usually   Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
 
Comment: 

10. Do you have any lesbian pornography at home? 
 
a) Yes b) No 
 
Comment: 
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11. How and where do you get hold of lesbian pornography? 
 
a) I buy     From?  
b) I copy    From 
c) I download  From? 
d) I rent    From? 
e) I borrow   From? 
f) Other     From? 
 
Comment: 

12. How do you find out about where to get hold of lesbian 
pornography? 
 
a) Internet   Example: 
b) Magazines  Example: 
c) Friends  
d) Other   Example: 
 
Comment: 

13. How would you describe the lesbian pornography that you watch? 
 
a) Made by, with and for lesbians              
b) Made by mainstream companies  
c) S/M and fetish 
d) Trans inclusive                                 
e) Bisexual                                              
f) Other: 
 
Comment: 

14. Please mention some film titles, magazines, webpages, production 
companies or directors that you watch or use in order to watch lesbian 
pornography: 

15. Do you watch lesbian pornography in order to be sexually aroused? 
 
a) Yes b) No 
 
Comment: 
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16. Do you watch lesbian pornography for any other reasons? 
 
a) Yes b) No 
 
Comment: 

17. If yes – what reasons? 

18. Do you masturbate while or after watching lesbian pornography? 
 
a) Always 
b) More than half of the times 

c) Less than half of the times 
d) Never 

 
Comment: 

19. Do you have sex while or after watching lesbian pornography? 
 
a) Always 
b) More than half of the times 

c) Less than half of the times 
d) Never 

 
Comment: 

20. How important is it for you to be able to watch lesbian pornography 
on a regular basis? Please circle. 
 
5       4       3       2       1 
Very important               Not important at all  
 
Comment: 

21. Do you watch any other kind of pornography? 
 
a) Yes b) No 
 
Comment: 

22. If yes – what kind? 

23. If yes – how often do you watch this kind of  pornography? 
 
a) More often than I watch lesbian pornography  
b) Less often than I watch lesbian pornography 
c) Equally often as I watch lesbian pornography 
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Comment: 

24. Are you interested in participating in interviews for this research 
project? Note that the interview material will remain confidential and 
will be presented only anonymized. 
 
a) Yes  b) No 

25. If yes – please write down you contact information: 
 
Name: 
Telephone: 
Email address: 

26. Other comments on lesbian pornography or on this questionnaire: 
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