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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Male melancholy: problematizations of sustainability through 
norm critique as a discursive practice
Josefin Olsson

Umeå Centre for Gender Studies, Umea Universitet Umeå Centrum for Genusstudier, Umeå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article analyzes how social and ecological sustainability is 
problematized and given meaning through a norm-critical feminist 
perspective on masculinities. The study builds on qualitative inter
views with both initiators and participants in a Swedish feminist 
initiative working norm critically with men and masculinity in rela
tion to sustainability, as well as on the instructive materials guiding 
the initiatives norm-critical workshops. Drawing on a discourse 
theoretical framework, the analysis illustrates how neoliberal ideals 
of individualism and self-improvement are reflected and repro
duced through norm critique as a discursive practice, even when 
that critique aims to challenge dominant norms and structures. 
Furthermore, the article points towards some political implications 
of this reproduction in relation to both social and ecological sus
tainability. By considering how ideology ‘grips’ subjects through 
the aspect of desire and enjoyment, the paper contributes with a 
perspective on the affective dimensions that are at play in the 
relationship between norm critique, neoliberalism, and sustainabil
ity discourse.
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Introduction

The concept of norm critique emerged as a feminist pedagogical tool in Sweden during 
the early 2000s (Bromseth & Darj, 2010) and has during the past decade developed into 
a popular response to a variety of societal problems. Norm critique is a specifically 
Swedish concept and can be described as a set of pedagogical ideas and practices 
aimed at making unequal power relations visible and bringing about change (Björkman 
et al., 2021). In Sweden, the concept can be said to have undergone a kind of main
streaming and is currently used and recommended by a wide range of different institu
tions and organizations (Björkman, 2024; Henriksson, 2017; Qvarsebo, 2019). Resulting 
from its popularization and spread, a variety of different interpretations and understand
ings of the concept have emerged, with different actors variously referring to it as ‘Norm 
Critical Pedagogy’, ‘Norm Critical Perspectives’, ‘Norm Creativity’, ‘Norm Awareness’ or 
simply ‘Norm Critique’ (Axelsson, 2023; Björkman et al., 2021).
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Norm critical pedagogy developed as a critical response to previous pedagogical 
methods centred on tolerance of minorities and aims, in contrast, to adopt a critical 
perspective on the construction of normality (Alm & Laskar, 2017, p. 138; Björkman et al.,  
2021, pp. 183–184). Following a norm critical framework, hegemonic masculinities norms 
are thus perceived as problematic. As I have shown elsewhere, a norm critical perspective 
on masculinity is broadly promoted to address issues connected to gender inequality, 
discrimination and, more recently, also ecological concerns such as unsustainable climate 
change (Olsson, 2024).

During 2019, MÄN, a feminist men’s organization in Sweden, initiated a project aimed 
at developing men’s relation with nature, advocating the embodiment of a norm critical 
perspective through various reflective exercises (Hedenqvist et al., 2021, p. 212). The 
initiative has since resulted in several men’s groups getting together both in Sweden 
and internationally (Hedenqvist et al., 2021; Hultman, 2020b). A central aspect of the 
initiative is that it encourages the participants to break with restricting masculinities 
norms of emotional stoicism as this is understood to negatively affect their ability to 
care for others, including nature.

Previous research on norm critical education argues that the concept of norm critique 
is easily appropriated by neoliberal discourse, resulting in simplified applications of it in 
practice (c.f. Alm & Laskar, 2017; Björkman, 2024; Björkman & Bromseth, 2019; Björkman 
et al., 2021; Bromseth & Darj, 2010). However, rather than addressing how the concepts’ 
transformative potential may be lost, this paper considers how neoliberal ideals of 
individualism and self-improvement are reflected and reproduced through norm critique 
as a discursive practice and point towards some political implications of this in relation to 
social and ecological sustainability. The study builds on interviews with initiators and 
participants in the initiative by MÄN as well as the instructive material guiding their norm 
critical workshops. My material thus serves as an illuminating empirical example of the 
doing of norm critique in relation to a sustainability discourse. Drawing on a discourse 
theoretical framework, the aim is to analyse how social and ecological sustainability is 
problematized and given meaning through a norm critical feminist perspective on 
masculinities.

Norm critique as a feminist tool in men’s climate activism

As the gender researcher Axelsson (2023, p. 103) points out, norm critique does not 
constitute its own policy field but is better understood as a feminist pedagogical tradition. 
Norm critical pedagogy is depicted as a pedagogical method specifically tied to feminist 
theory and the field of Gender Studies (Bromseth & Sörensdotter, 2012, p. 15). The 
concept draws upon multiple theoretical perspectives including critical theory, intersec
tionality, queer theory and poststructuralism (Björkman & Bromseth, 2019).

While norm critical perspectives are used within numerous of organizations and 
institutions to counteract inequality and discrimination, the concept has also been 
met with some criticism. The academic critique revolves around the lack of discus
sion about how a norm critical practice inevitably produces new norms for what is 
right and wrong (Qvarsebo, 2019). Critique has also been raised towards how the 
concept, despite its ties to poststructural theory, reproduces an idea of a stable 
and rational subject (Langmann & Månsson, 2016) which, with its focus on self- 
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reflection, risks individualizing the responsibility for changing norms (Björkman 
et al., 2021; Langmann & Månsson, 2016; Olsson, 2024). The sociologist 
Henriksson (2017, p. 162) argues that norm critique prescribes for the norm critical 
subject to rationally handle their emotions and assumes a self that, in contrast to 
being stable and coherent, is flexible and emotionally attentive. I draw upon this 
previous research, critically discussing norm critique in relation to self-reflection 
and emotions. Together with Henriksson, I understand the requirements for emo
tional competence embedded in norm critical discourse to side with contemporary 
forms of power.

A central argument found in research connecting masculinities and environmental 
sustainability is that hegemonic masculinities norms have a limiting influence on emo
tional expressions and the tendency to show vulnerability. The inability to manage and 
express emotions, in turn, has negative consequences in the form of a destructive and 
oppressive approach to the environment (Hedenqvist et al., 2021; Hultman, 2020b; 
Hultman & Pulé, 2018; Pease, 2019). For example, as the masculinity scholar Pease 
(2019) argues, it is important that men ‘be encouraged to experience emotional and 
physical vulnerability in response to nature’ (Pease, 2019, p. 121). The initiative which 
I analyse explicitly draws inspiration from the concept of Ecological Masculinities as 
developed by Hultman and Pulé (2018). This perspective divides masculinity into different 
masculinities referred to as industrial/breadwinner, eco-modern and eco-logical. 
Industrial/breadwinner masculinities, defined as the dominant form of masculinity, are 
linked to climate change denial and values in congruence with economic growth 
(Hultman, 2020a). Such norms of masculinity assign feelings and intuition a subordinate 
importance to logical problem solving whereby rational thinking and technological 
solutions to social and ecological problems are rewarded (Hedenqvist et al., 2021, 
pp. 213, 214). In an auto ethnographical study based on Hultman’s own participation in 
the norm critical workshops, he suggests that they make possible a shift from industrial/ 
breadwinner towards eco-logical masculinities (Hultman, 2020b, p. 257).

While the perspective of Ecological Masculinities is optimistic about men’s potential to 
change to become less violent and exploitive in their masculinities (Hultman, 2020b, 
p. 257; Pease, 2019, p. 120), other research on men and masculinities shows how the 
incorporation of elements traditionally coded as feminine or gay by straight men is not 
necessarily a sign of challenging existing power relations but could rather be seen as 
expressions of ‘hybrid masculinity’ (Bridges, 2013; Bridges & Pascoe, 2014; Greenebaum & 
Dexter, 2017). The assertion of increased inclusiveness of feminine values could instead 
serve in the interest of already privileged men (deBoise, 2015). For example, in 
Greenebaum and Dexter (2017) study of vegan men, they show how these men engage 
in such hybrid masculinity. While challenging stereotypical and narrow definitions of 
masculinity, they do so by altering feminine ideals associated with veganism to fit with 
traditional masculine norms. As such, the view of masculinity as a specific category is not 
contested. Nor is the unequal division between the sexes (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017, 
p. 637; see also: Jordan & Chandler, 2019, p. 472). In opposition to how masculinity is 
discussed by the analysed initiative, I conceptualize masculinity in terms of positions. This 
is to capture the fluidity of the term and avoid an understanding of ‘masculinity’ as 
a stable category or ‘masculinities’ as signifying different types of men (Goedecke,  
2018, p. 47).
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Norm critique, neo-liberalism and emotions

The influence and dissemination of norm critical perspectives can be seen as 
a reaction to the requirements set by the anti-discrimination law implemented in 
Sweden in the mid-2000s (Björkman et al., 2021, p. 184; Qvarsebo, 2019, p. 165). 
Norm critique emerged as a valuable tool within schools, civil society and various 
authorities to incorporate anti-discrimination policies into their daily practices 
(Björkman et al., 2021, p. 184). In his analysis of European anti-discrimination law, 
the legal scholar Alexander Somek illuminates how anti-discrimination policy is tied 
up with a neoliberal political rationality centred around ideals of individual free
dom and responsibility (Somek, 2011). In line with this, this article argues that 
a norm critical perspective on masculinities is characterized by neoliberal individu
alism. As shown by multiple feminist scholars, the entanglement between neoli
beralism and feminism produces an individualized and entrepreneurial feminist 
subject who takes responsibility for their own emotional well-being (cf. 
Rottenberg, 2018).

With its focus on communicating emotions and personal experience, the analysed 
norm critical practice shows similarities with support groups. The sociologist Illouz (2007,  
2008) has written extensively about what she refers to as the therapeutic discourse and 
the culture of self-help. She claims that support groups, as a cultural expression, activate 
and perform the structure of therapeutic narratives. The therapeutic narrative articulates 
normality as the goal. What constitutes as normal is, however, never filled with any clear, 
positive content which paradoxically produces un-self-realized, or in other words, sick 
people. This is a self in constant need of improvement and transformation (Illouz, 2008, 
pp. 173–176). Following the psychology scholar Cabanas (2018), the pursuit of individual 
happiness, freedom or emotional balance is, under neoliberalism, not recognized as part 
of the current system but rather assumed as a prerequisite for social and political change 
(Cabanas, 2018, pp. 175–176). The political is hereby recast in individualistic terms, 
replacing it with a kind of therapeutic politics aimed at producing, authentic, and hence 
happy and healthy, individuals (ibid:185).

Critique of men’s initiatives focusing on individual dimensions of social change have 
been raised by several scholars (Flood, 2015; Harrington, 2020; Olsson, 2024; Pease, 2019; 
Waling, 2019). However, by considering how ideology affectively ‘grips’ subjects via 
enjoyment (Glynos, 2001, p. 191; see also: Stavrakakis et al., 2005), this paper contributes 
with a perspective on the affective dimensions at play in the relation between norm 
critique and neoliberalism. For this, I draw upon multiple scholars adopting psycho
analytic theory to account for the difficulties of reaching social and political change (cf. 
Brown, 1999; Butler, 1993, 1997a; Swyngedouw, 2011; Swyngedouw & Ernstson, 2018,  
2022a, 2022b). In the sections that follow, I will give an overview of my empirical material 
and discuss, in more detail, the theoretical concepts used for my analysis.

Material

The main part of the source material consists of interviews conducted with initiators and 
participants in the initiative ‘Men in the climate crisis’, produced by the feminist organiza
tion MÄN. MÄN is a member-based, non-profit organization which works to prevent 
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men’s violence against women in Sweden. As part of the global network MenEngage, the 
organization is involved in international projects and assignments with civil society actors 
around the world (MÄN, 2025). Since 2014, MÄN has developed work with a particular 
focus on the link between men, masculinity and the environment. As a civil society actor, 
MÄN plays an important role in the work towards societal and political change in Sweden 
and provides valuable insight into how a norm critical pedagogy is put into practice.

Before conducting the interviews, an ethical review from the Swedish Ethical Review 
Authority was obtained. The interviewees represent a quite homogeneous group of 
white, middle-class individuals. Although the initiative is specifically targeted at male 
participants, some initiators identify themselves as women. For this study, 10 men and 2 
women aged between 22 and 55 were interviewed. They were selected on the basis of 
their involvement in the initiative. The interviews were semi-structured and lasted 
between 60 and 120 minutes. During the interviews, the interviewees were asked ques
tions about their experiences of participating in the sessions and how they understand 
the connection between masculinity, gender equality and climate change. In addition to 
the interviews, a conversational guide around which the project has been organized was 
included in the analysed material. The guide consists of 86 pages and is structured around 
different themes such as ‘The Relationship with Nature’, ‘Men and the Environment’ and 
‘Our Future’. The material serves to structure the sessions as well as to highlight how the 
climate crisis is linked to norms of masculinity and encourage men to contribute in the 
work towards a sustainable world (Guide, 2019). It contains information aimed at educat
ing the participants about the connection between gender and environmental issues, 
instructions for how to organize the sessions as well as hands on norm critical exercises. 
My analytical focus has not been on specific individuals’ experiences, but rather the 
discourses which these people are invested in. The guide and the interview transcripts 
have been analysed together and made it possible to tend to the relation between the 
conversational guide and practice.

Analytical framework: analysing norm critique as a discursive practice

Drawing on a discourse theoretical framework, the aim with this study is to analyse how 
social and ecological sustainability is problematized and filled with meaning through 
a norm critical feminist perspective on masculinities. I interpret norm critique as 
a suggested solution to the problem with unsustainable climate change. My analysis 
borrows inspiration from the political scientist Carol Bacchi’s (2009) insight that any 
solution to a problem, rather than addressing a beforehand given issue, gives shape to 
the problem that is being addressed. Drawing upon Bacchi and Bonham (2014), , I make 
use of the Foucauldian term ‘discursive practice’ as an analytic focus. The concept of 
discursive practices combines a focus on materiality and language and refers both to what 
is said and to the rules that make it possible to say or know certain things, that is, to the 
rules that govern a certain knowledge. This captures how the characterization and 
experience of ‘reality’ are always political (Bacchi & Bonham, 2014, pp. 174–176).

The norm critical discursive practice in focus for this analysis consists of activities which 
aims to bring about change towards a sustainable world (Guide, 2019, p. 4). I thus 
consider how these activities are informed by certain underlying assumptions and how 
these, separately and together, construct the understanding of what sustainability ‘is’ and 

1636 J. OLSSON



consequently what the problem with unsustainability is represented to be (Bacchi, 2009; 
Bacchi & Eveline, 2010, p. 124). To clarify, when reading through the material, I have 
specifically looked for what is taken for granted for certain norm critical approaches to 
make sense. The concept of discursive practice seeks to undo the dichotomy between the 
material and textual (Bacchi & Bonham, 2014, p. 191). I view both the interview material 
and the instructive guide as internal to the norm critical discursive practice under study, 
and I do not believe that it is meaningful to fully separate between them. The instructive 
guide forms and informs the practices, while both the guide and practices are often 
reflected upon in the interviews. From a discourse theoretical perspective, the entire 
social field and thus all social phenomena are considered produced by discursive pro
cesses (Glynos & Howarth, 2007; Laclau & Mouffe, 2014). From this view, all meaningful 
notions of society are discursive. Hence, discourses include material practices. In other 
words, discourses are material in the sense that the material passes through discourse.

Following discourse theory, I understand the attempt to stabilize the meaning of 
different concepts and discourses as ideological. Contrary to an idea of ideology as 
a false representation of a hidden reality, the ideological would instead be the unwilling
ness to recognize the impossibility of establishing any final, objective truth (Laclau, 1990, 
p. 92). It is this contingent character of reality, the impossibility of any final closure, which 
makes change possible. Since the ideological consists of hiding the contingent character 
of meaning an ideological analysis and critique attempts to draw attention to the process 
and mechanism of closure through which contingency is concealed (Glynos, 2001, p. 198). 
In my analysis, I have thus focused on localizing the privileged signs organizing the norm 
critical discourse, so called nodal points. These signs can be understood as empty con
cepts which acquire their meaning in relation to other signs. For example, I interpret 
‘Sustainability’ and ‘Nature’ as such empty signifiers which are filled with meaning 
through chains of equivalence and difference (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014, p. 113). In the 
material, sustainability is, for example, linked to sameness and safety and nature is 
connected to balance and truth. Here, I make use of the term articulation to capture 
how the norm critical practice is given meaning through such discursive processes. By 
identifying how different signs are positioned and filled with meaning in relation to each 
other, it is possible to analytically follow the construction of meaning throughout my 
empirical material.

Included in a discourse theoretical framework is a psychoanalytical conceptualization 
of the subject as constituted by lack and driven by the desire for an impossible and 
prohibited fullness (Glynos & Howarth, 2007; see also: Butler, 1993, 1997a). A crucial 
aspect of subjectivation is the possibility to separate between me and other. Thus, to 
become one with the other, the object of one’s desire or, in other words, to fulfill desire is 
of necessity also feared since this threatens the very existence of the subject. From this 
perspective, the identification with an emotional or natural masculinity can be under
stood as an ideological fantasy which works to hide the subjects constitutive lack yet 
maintains a promise of future enjoyment (Stavrakakis et al., 2005, pp. 73–74). This way, the 
fantasy enables the subject to live as if not lacking while keeping its desire, without which 
the subject would experience an ‘unbearable anxiety’ (Glynos, 2001, p. 201). This theore
tical perspective helps me to illuminate how ideology ‘grips’ subjects (Glynos, 2001, 
p. 191) through paradoxical and affective dimensions of desire and fear for fullness and 
how this, in turn, makes change difficult (Glynos, 2001; Stavrakakis et al., 2005; 
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Swyngedouw, 2022b). To identify fantasmatic promises of future enjoyment in my mate
rial, I have specifically looked for various affective signs and expression. I have also 
searched for contradictory assumptions since they point in the direction of the paradox
ical logic supporting fantasy and desire (see: Glynos, 2001, p. 203).

Analysis: problematizations of sustainability through norm critique as 
a discursive practice

When reading through the material, three norm critical approaches were identified. 
The analytical sections centre around each of these approaches, which I refer to as 
‘Active hope as strategy’, ‘Establishing a relation with nature’ and ‘Sharing experi
ence’. The approaches include various instructions, practices and exercises which 
are defined and argued for in the guide and by the interviewees. I have interpreted 
these approaches as proposals for how to address social and ecological unsustain
ability and through which implicit problem formulations have been discerned. In 
what follows I will discuss the results of my analysis.

Active hope as strategy

The climate crisis is perhaps one of the most powerful expressions of gender inequality in our 
time and is ultimately about everyone’s survival. How does it relate to norms about mascu
linity? How can these norms be changed? How can more men become part of the solution 
and contribute to gender equality and sustainability? (Guide, 2019, p. 9)1.

The conversational guide, instructing the content of the sessions, starts by acknowledging 
the climate crisis and declares an awareness of the situation and of what is causing it. As 
captured in the above quote, there is a sense of urgency and obligation to, as a man, do 
something about current gender inequality and environmental problems. During the 
session called ‘Our Future’, the participants are instructed to act out a meeting with people 
from an imagined future in which the present goal of sustainability has been achieved. The 
exercise is called ‘Seven Generations’ and one of the interviewees explains it like this:

And one of the circles represents people who live in . . . seven generations from now. So, in 
about, I don’t know how far in the future, 200 years maybe. And the starting point is that the 
future people live in a future where things have gone well, where we live equal, where we live 
transformed, where. . .Where, yes, it’s achieved what we want to achieve, like. We have 
succeeded in some way. And that alone, that thought experiment: ‘Imagine if it goes well!’ 
(laughs) that’s completely revolutionary for a lot of people. (IP 10)

This focus on the future is further described by one of the interviewees as: ‘Like with the 
conversations, it is a way to get past difficult feelings and identify what you need instead 
and be able to see it in a larger context’ (IP2). While acknowledging the climate crisis, 
statements such as these illustrate how the exercise is not about staying with the trouble 
of the present but to overcome it and reveals a desire to arrive in a knowable and 
sustainable future. In the guide, the participants are instructed to:

Feel what it is like to live and be in the future, when the transition to a civilization where 
equality and sustainable development is a given. Where people no longer destroy each other 
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or the earth. Now you are here as if by a magical miracle to have the opportunity to listen to 
the people from your history books. (Guide, 2019, p. 61)

This visioning of a better world for everyone is described by the interviewees as perform
ing what they refer to as ‘Active Hope’, defined as a powerful action providing the 
participants with a strong sense of agency:

AH! (expletive) It was really, I mean, we DID things! I still get goosebumps thinking about it. 
Well, it was. . .but we were a gang, like. Well. . .it’s not Avant Garde in that way, it’s not a. . . it’s 
not an achievement really in the sense of some sort of status thing, but we were like a bunch 
of grown men between 25 and like 60 years old who sat and cried together. (IP 5)

Because it´s easy to feel that you need to go round the whole world and lecture people to 
make a change, but I felt that in the group we did change, like. What we said was super 
important and like, we did that job. (IP3)

Through formulations such as ‘This is why this meeting is about how we can act 
together in an active way’ (Guide, 2019, p. 21), a strong emphasis is put on the 
importance of doing. In the guide, the participants are instructed to play a role and 
to act out the new future. As explained by the interviewees, the sessions are not only 
about imagining a future in which we live in balance and harmony but also performing 
such a future: ‘We will create the society we want instead. And how do we do that, 
performatively?’ (IP9). All the interviewees argue for the necessity of putting thought 
into action or as one of them put it: ‘Hope becomes an action’ (IP7). In this way, 
performativity is conceptualized in terms of theatrical performance, where change is to 
occur as the result of individual willpower. However, following Judith Butlers’ psycho
analytical view of the subject, performativity is not guided by choice. The constructed 
character of gender does not imply that gender is unconstrained or voluntary. The 
performative aspect of construction refers instead to a compulsory repetition of norms 
(Butler, 1993, pp. 59–60).

Despite the focus on activity, the norm critical exercises are mostly centred on turning 
inwards through reflection and to listen without commenting on others. As argued by the 
interviewees:

So, it’s also interesting when you talk about this - conversation. Because, I mean, it’s 
a conversation material and so on, but most of it is based on these rounds where only one 
person at a time shares and no one is allowed to comment or refer back to it, to allow this free 
zone and to counteract perhaps a tendency that often exists among men to perhaps break in 
and say something instead of just listening. (IP 6)

So, above all, it was about listening to the others’ thoughts and experience and of course also 
formulating my own. But, speaking of masculinity . . . I mean there was very little discussion. 
That’s also what I think, like this, yes, but both in terms of myself as a person and men in 
general, too, if you’re going to look at it like this, somewhat structurally like that, it’s 
a challenge for many of us men to just sort of listen. (IP 12)

To be able to listen and stay passive when someone else in the group is talking is 
expressed by the interviewees as a very important part of the sessions. In fact, the act 
of not acting upon someone else’s statements or reflections is described as a norm critical 
tool, as this is seen as breaking with norms connected to what they refer to as ‘ego-logical’ 
masculinities. To talk about emotions and inner experiences is articulated as an act of 
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resistance against an oppressive, patriarchal structure. In a context where, as formulated 
by one of the interviewees, ‘one should have the capacity to act, but to have the capacity 
to be emotional doesn’t even exist’ (IP7), it is thus seen to serve a critical purpose to be in 
contact with, and express, one’s own thoughts and feelings. As the interviewees explain:

I almost believe there is an intrinsic value (egenvärde) in creating a space for men to talk 
about feelings and inner experiences that are not compatible with how men should be, that 
this is something very liberating and a very important process potentially. (IP 4)

There’s no place for men to talk about feelings at all. It doesn’t really matter if the theme is 
climate change or if it’s a father’s group or whatever. To have a safe place for men to talk 
about feelings, I think that alone serves a purpose. (IP 8)

Through articulations such as the ones discussed above, the norm critical strategy of 
‘Active Hope’ is filled with meaning through a chain of equivalence with ‘talking about 
feelings’, ‘listen’ and ‘being silent’ and could thus be interpreted as a doing of doing 
nothing. A kind of performative passivity articulated by the participants as ‘Active Hope’. 
The act of imagining an alternative future in which ‘we have succeeded in some way’ 
(IP10), to engage in self-reflection or to talk about one’s own feelings and experiences, 
provides the participants with the sense of having done something for the climate and an 
equal society. The norm critical approach of ‘Active Hope’ to address current unsustain
ability implicitly represents the problem with unsustainable climate change in terms of 
passive pessimism or hopelessness. The focus is thus shifted from the problem at hand 
(environmental destruction) towards ‘a feeling’ or ‘idea of’ the problem. An idea which can 
be overcome by positive thinking or in other words through ‘Active Hope’. The solution to 
unsustainability is hereby recast in terms of self-help, promoting individual responsibility 
over one’s thoughts and emotions (Cabanas, 2018; Illouz, 2008; Rottenberg, 2018). As 
a result of neo-liberalization, to satisfy one’s own desires has come to represent the 
practice of emancipation whereby enjoyment has become a central political factor 
(Swyngedouw, 2022b, p. 54). The norm critical discursive practice thus enables the search 
for individual freedom (enjoyment) to be articulated as an act of true political engage
ment: they ‘DID things’ (IP5).

The phantasmatic logic of enjoyment is made visible through affective descriptions of 
the norm critical practice as giving the participants ‘goosebumps’, as ‘completely revolu
tionary’ and as ‘extremely powerful’. As a ‘magical miracle’. Through the promise of future 
enjoyment provided by the norm critical discursive practice, desire can be kept intact 
while still offering the subject partial enjoyment in the present through phantasmatic 
identification with an ideal (see: Stavrakakis et al., 2005: 73ff). The fantasy of a sustainable 
future thus allows for a simultaneous acknowledgement and denial of the current crisis to 
take place without coming across as contradictory (Swyngedouw, 2022a).

Establishing a relation with nature

Following the masculine norms that many of us have grown up with, intimacy or closeness 
isn’t really prioritized. In relationships, we aren’t encouraged towards intimacy and closeness. 
And I think, that doesn’t make it any easier to experience intimacy and closeness to nature, for 
example. (IP 12)
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I think the norm of having to assert oneself. Yes, it is one of those general norms that I see 
affects both violence capital, non-emotional feelings, and environmental thinking. You want 
to assert yourself, you want the biggest, fastest car, you want the most respect, so you have to 
be the most violent. So, there are a lot of things related to your status that make you 
destructive to yourself and to the planet. (IP 11)

The above quotes illustrate how masculine norms are described as causing men to 
separate themselves from nature, to dominate nature and use it as a resource for 
economic growth. In the conversational guide, words like ‘money’, ‘power’, ‘status’, 
‘breadwinner’ and ‘well-paid’ are defined as common expectations on boys and men 
(Guide, 2019, p. 18). Expressions of so-called ego-logical masculinity are defined in terms 
of bragging about spending money, buying new motor-driven vehicles, eating meet and 
travel irresponsibly (Guide, 2019, p. 83). In this way, masculine norms are articulated as 
preventing men from caring for nature.

In relation to this, to establish and work on men’s relationship with nature is described 
by the interviewees as an important norm critical approach. The theme ‘The relation with 
nature’ centres specifically on the participants relationship and connection with nature. 
One of the interviewees describes the content of this theme like this:

If you want, go to a place in the forest where you feel at home and tell us about that place: 
‘What does it evoke in you?’ So, it was perhaps like, how should I put it, first a bit of theorizing, 
not very much, but more a bit like this: ‘This happens, what happens in me?’. (IP3)

However, while emphasis is, as the name of the theme implies, put on the relation with 
nature, the participants are instructed to focus on how the current climate crisis causes 
them to feel and how it affects their personal, inner lives. In the guide, there are formula
tions such as ‘The purpose of this meeting is to get close to what we appreciate in nature 
and what we feel about the climate crisis and environmental degradation’ (Guide, 2019, 
p. 10). When asked to explain the effects of this kind of norm critical approach, one of the 
interviewees replies that it creates a culture where, instead of men talking and bragging 
about cars and money or how much they have been drinking or have had sex, men are 
allowed to share stories about their own relation and connection with nature. This way, 
men are constructed as somehow suffering under masculinity whereby the problem with 
the environmental crisis is represented in terms of a personal crisis caused by an external 
trauma: destructive masculinity norms. As argued by one of the interviewees:

It is a trauma to objectify the world. It is an enormous suffering that not only men, but 
especially men, experience when you have that approach to the world. It is an immense 
loneliness. (IP 4)

Following this, I understand the norm critical discourse as structured as that which Illouz 
(2008) refers to as a ‘demonic narrative’. As argued by Illouz, the narrative that promotes 
self-help is simultaneously a narrative of disease and psychic suffering (Illouz, 2008, 
pp. 176–177). This kind of narrative locates an external problem within the subject 
where it is assumed to give rise to a type of destructive personality or attitude. This 
way, a political wrong is re-articulated in terms of a psychological problem. In the work 
towards sustainability, attention is directed towards the participants’ personal enjoyment, 
fear or discomfort. As one of the interviewees put it: ‘To work norm critically is to work 
with emotions and introspection’ (IP 8). In this way, the problem with unsustainability is 
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represented in terms of a lack of self-observation which in turn spurs the neo-liberal call 
for increased self-surveillance (Somek, 2011, pp. 91–92).

The norm critical sessions are described by the interviewees to assist political action. 
Many recognize the ineffectiveness of current methods to avoid climate disaster and 
argue for the need to act collectively. However, while the necessity of getting together 
and influence people with power is acknowledged, most of the themes in the guide 
include some aspect of private consumption. In the theme ‘Men and the environment’, 
one of the exercises is simply called ‘Masculinity norms and consumption’ and the theme 
‘The relation with nature’ is mainly centred on identifying consumption patterns by 
answering to a long list of questions (see: Guide, 2019, p. 12). As formulated by one of 
the interviewees: ‘It’s about reflecting upon one’s own behavior and consider how others 
are affected by it’ (IP 11).

If one feels safe, then the body relaxes and then all the very vulnerable things come to the 
surface. And in that situation, I think that the structural aspect is somehow subordinate to 
personal responsibility, for example: What can I influence myself? How can I strengthen 
myself? And by taking responsibility, I strengthen myself. (IP 2)

In this way, to inhabit a position as a progressive, gender equal and environmen
tally friendly masculine subject is articulated as a matter of individual (consumer) 
choice whereby change towards sustainability becomes a question of individual 
responsibility. Political freedom under neoliberalism is recast in terms of the 
individuals’ ability to change. From such a perspective, ‘a structural bad that is 
independent of individual action does not exist’ (Somek, 2011, p. 143). The solution 
to unsustainability is hereby articulated in individualistic terms, paradoxically mak
ing it the individual’s responsibility to resist the individualism of a so-called Ego- 
Logic. This reveals a (neo)- liberal notion of freedom and autonomy underpinning 
the norm critical practice where everyone has the freedom to choose who they 
are, and where it is up to the individual subject to fill the sense of lack harbouring 
in their hearts. From a psychoanalytical perspective, this lack is, however, impos
sible to fulfil as it is necessary for subjectivation, yet easily mobilized by the 
current neo-liberal ideology, initiating a constant drive for self-improvement (cf. 
Swyngedouw, 2022b).

As discussed above, the norm critical approach of establishing a relation with 
nature aims to make possible a transition from ego-logical to eco-logical masculi
nity. In relation to this, the interviewees explain how the norm critical sessions are 
to provide the participants with tools to intervene against expressions of ego- 
logical masculinity: ‘So, if the theme is like this, climate-damaging masculinity 
norms, then our contribution is more: “How can we transform it? How can we 
intervene against it?’ (IP4). In the guide, some advice for how to intervene when 
someone expresses destructive masculinity are listed for the participants. They are, 
for example, asked to: ‘Create other norms based on your examples and actions 
(which are more in line with an eco-logically sustainable society’ (Guide, 2019, 
p. 83). Such interventions against destructive or ‘climate damaging’ norms should 
suggestibly be done by using what’s referred to as ‘emotional language’ (Guide,  
2019, p. 74). When asked why it is important to show emotions, the interviewees 
respond that
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I think that vulnerability is so very important, because it is only through vulnerability that 
genuine communication takes place. It. . . we feel things all the time, I don’t think it can be 
avoided, but it’s very common to suppress it. To not express what I feel. And there I just 
think that, just practicing it and getting it out. It also . . . you are more in touch with the 
world. (IP 6)

As long as we don’t do that, open up to feelings that we usually don’t want to be exposed to, 
we will be completely numb and unable to make the necessary changes. It is a super 
important step to feel how much you actually care. And I believe that´s true, really. I really 
think it’s very powerful as well. (IP 10)

In Western philosophy, there is a long tradition of dualistic thinking where women have 
been linked to nature and the body (cf. Gaard, 1997; Tuana, 1992). Following this, men are 
linked to reason and women to emotions. As shown elsewhere (Olsson, 2024), the 
participants explicitly connect emotional expressions to women and, in particular, 
mothers. One of the interviewees argues:

Yes, but the important thing is to talk about feelings. Because men are always, you talk about 
heart and brain. Men are the brain all the time, or the mind. But to constantly try to move 
down to the heart or the feeling, to try to get down to the heart a little more. (IP 8)

The norm critical approach of talking about feelings and looking inwards through self- 
reflection represents the problem with unsustainability as a lack of knowledge about 
men’s emotional inner life. As illustrated through the quotes above, to ‘feel’ things’ 
serves to establish a connection with nature.

Given the ambition to make men become more oriented towards emotions, to 
speak of logics comes across as somewhat paradoxical. However, since nature has 
traditionally been linked to authenticity, to be emotional is articulated in a chain of 
equivalence with being natural and true, it becomes a sign of having freed oneself 
from an ego-logical attitude. By establishing a link between masculinity, nature and 
emotions, the norm critical practice is articulated as a form of resistance without 
connection to the power through which it has been produced. Nature and Emotions 
offer a way to inhabit a position as authentic, true and emancipated from societal 
norms. Yet, the norm critical subject is hereby constructed in accordance with neo
liberal ideals, as a free individual who can make own critical and rational choices and 
reflections independent of their surroundings (cf. Henriksson, 2017; Rottenberg, 2018; 
Somek, 2011).

Western cultures’ domination of nature has historically relied on the association 
between men and reason, which devalues nature, women, the body and emotions. By 
incorporating elements coded as feminine, a norm critical perspective on masculinities 
positions men as empathic caretakers of the earth, simultaneously innocent and protec
tors of innocence. As a protector of truth and hence, ironically, as a protector of reason 
(neo-liberalism). Through the practice of norm critique, it becomes masculine to be 
feminine. Or put differently, for emotions to be desirable, they need to be associated 
with men and masculinity. This way emotionality is humanized and made logical: Eco- 
Logical.

Norm breaking, emotional men are constructed as belonging to a rational com
munity in opposition to other irrational, climate-denying, ego-logical men. Those 
who lack the capacity for self-reflective and critical thinking. Those who, by 
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comparison, stand as representatives of evil (for a similar argument see Olsson, 2024). 
The way fantasy work to sustain desire is twofold. By promising to resolve social 
antagonism and cover the subjects lack, it makes itself into a desirable object of 
identification. However, this dimension of fantasy is simultaneously supported by an 
obscene underbelly, a paranoid dimension which offers an explanation to why things 
are not the way we want them to be, i.e. why we do not live in an equal and 
sustainable world, by locating the theft of our enjoyment in the Other (Stavrakakis 
et al., 2005, p. 73).

Sharing experience

The purpose of the small room is to create a space where you can share your feelings and 
emotions on your own terms. It’s not a place to make smart analyses, or to debate and make 
comparisons. The key is to keep the reflections, and what you share, focused on your own 
thoughts, your own experiences, and your own feelings and emotions. (Guide, 2019, p. 27)

As illustrated above, emotional literacy is described as a necessity for the creation of 
alternative norms and the interviewees explain how they, during the sessions, aim to 
create favourable conditions for people to open up and share their feelings and 
experiences, to ‘work quite consciously with trying to help people find those feelings 
in a safe way’ (IP10). As part of this effort, many of the interviewees describe how 
the sessions are based on rounds, where the participants are not supposed to refer 
to or make comments about each other’s stories. This method, referred to as ‘The 
small room’, is even, according to one of the interviewees, ‘taken to its extreme’ 
(IP 12).

Throughout the guide, emphasis is put on establishing a safe space. For this reason, it is 
necessary to ‘follow a specific structure so that everyone can participate in an open and 
safe way’. It is, for example, argued that ‘if the group is too large, it gets in the way of a safe 
space that encourages everybody to open up and share’. A set of ground rules are 
outlined to enable ‘the participants to feel safe’ (Guide, 2019, p. 27) and it is recom
mended that the participants stay within the small room during the sessions (ibid, 29). 
This is because ‘we have seen the great impact and power that lies in these kinds of talks 
where the possibility of change is great’ (Guide, 2019, p. 6).

[. . .] here it was like, for the first time I felt completely safe. In a group of men [. . .] It was 
absolutely fantastic. It was truly like coming home. (IP 7)

We share our own experiences and perhaps we recognize ourselves in each other stories. We 
try to create a safe room where brave conversations can take place. (Guide, 2019, p. 8)

In this way, to engage in self-reflection and avoid conflict in a separatist forum is 
articulated as the safe space necessary for the work towards a sustainable future. The 
norm critical approach of sharing personal experience offers an opportunity to ‘recognize 
oneself’, and it produces a place that feels familiar and recognizable. To be part of the 
sessions is ‘truly like coming home’ (IP7). Sustainability is thus articulated in a chain of 
equivalence with sameness and safety. This, in turn, represents the problem with unsus
tainability in terms of difference and conflict.
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As argued by Chantal Mouffe (2000), the lack of alternatives to neoliberalism has 
occasioned a moralization of society where a strong link between morality and 
rationality has been established. Political questions are thought to be of a moral 
character and as such prone to rational treatment (Mouffe, 2000, p. 86). According 
to such a view, the goal is to create rational consensus with the aim to ‘produce 
decisions that represent an impartial standpoint equally in the interest for all’ 
(2005: 86). This view, in turn, is built on a belief that difference and conflict can 
be overcome, and that at the end of the day, we are all the same. We are all part 
of an undivided human civilization with shared beliefs, ethics and principles 
(Swyngedouw, 2022a, p. 919).

Many of the interviewees use safety as an argument for the separatist form of the 
sessions. To share the experience of being a man is described to offer a sense of 
safety. This builds on an underlying idea of sameness between men and installs in 
them, by way of experience, an essential manliness. The difference between men and 
women/nature is thus naturalized. At the same time, the main goal with norm critique 
is to bridge this difference, ‘to bring man and nature together’ (IP 8). As formulated by 
one of the interviewees: ‘we need to identify differences so that, later, we are able to 
get past it’ (IP 6).

Following this, I interpret the norm critical discursive practice as a way of bridging 
difference by bestowing ‘everything’ with an inner core of humanity: As argued in the 
guide: ‘According to this logic, nature, people, and other animals all have an intrinsic 
value’ (Guide, 2019, p. 17).

It’s not in all contexts you dare to say this out loud, but I’m beginning to dare to do so more 
and more. But like, if you move away from the patriarchal, mechanistic view of nature and 
earth and towards the living. It’s. . . it’s very exciting to open for the possibility that the earth is 
a living being, like. . .perhaps it even has some kind of own agency (laughter), that we need to 
be sensitive and in contact and in a relation with the earth as a planet and all living things, 
like. Then we will suddenly become, then we will become equal. Suddenly. Then we can’t just 
dominate. Or then we will stop dominating and we will open for this, then we are in relation 
and [. . .]. (IP 7)

The above quote illustrates how nature becomes a container for other fantasies and 
desires. Nature is invoked as the big ‘Other’, as that which holds the promise of finding 
a true, happy and harmonious future life. However, the attempts to suture the meaning of 
nature do not recognize nature’s empty core and, paradoxically, end up humanizing 
nature (Swyngedouw, 2011, pp. 72, 73). In this way, nature simply functions as a mirror 
for the human world (Flodin, 2013). Through articulations such as the one above, even 
nature is assigned liberal agency.

Furthermore, articulations of nature as ‘being destroyed’ (Guide, 2019, p. 11) imply that 
nature once was whole. Nature is constructed as having been subjected to a destructive 
progression which reveals a nostalgic longing for a nature that has not yet been marked. 
A virgin nature, innocent and untouched. Despite the insistence to ‘get close to nature’, 
nature is, paradoxically, constructed as an object, separate from Man. Nature becomes an 
idealized thing, something one can be passionate about: ‘It’s one thing to talk about 
nature and another to be in it. Hearing it, feeling it, smelling it. . .’ (IP5).

This fetishizing of nature assists the making of a foundation through the enactment 
and covering of a split. As has been argued by several feminist scholars, it is precisely this 
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covering of, and refusal to mark, the difference between masculine and feminine (as well 
as humans and non-humans) which precedes the construction of the masculine sex 
(humans) as the sex which is one (c.f. Butler, 1997b, p. 23). Instead of bridging divides, 
such a logic reproduces the idea of men as the norm. To borrow a quote from Lacan, used 
by Butler: ‘all sorts of things in the world behave like mirrors’ (Butler, 1993, p. 28). 
Sameness, or in other words, men (humanity), is thus constructed as the solution to social 
and ecological sustainability.

Concluding discussion: male melancholy and the dream of sustainability

The analysed norm critical perspective on masculinities aims to make possible a transition 
from ego-logical to eco-logical masculinities. Norm critique as a discursive practice 
encourages men to express emotions, engage in self-reflection and share personal 
experiences, which challenge ideals traditionally associated with men and masculinity. 
This might provide individual subjects with hope and a sense of agency and belonging 
and potentially open for men to develop a more empathic role in relation to nature. 
However, in line with previous studies on men and masculinities (see: Greenebaum & 
Dexter, 2017), my analysis shows how the implicit critique of ego-logical masculinity 
embedded in the norm critical discursive practice makes it possible for men to position 
themselves as opponents of ego-logical masculinities while at the same time acknowl
edge masculinity as part of the problem. The problem with unsustainability is thus 
individualized and tied to the attributes and dispositions of certain men (see, for example, 
Bridges, 2013; Harrington, 2020). In this way, men are articulated as both the problem and 
the solution to unsustainability.

In descriptions of norm critique, it is maintained that the concept builds on 
a poststructural conceptualization of power (c.f. Björkman & Sotevik, 2023; Björkman 
et al., 2021). However, and in line with previous research, I argue that this is not realized. 
With its emphasis on transcending restrictive norms, the norm critical practice, which 
I have analysed, can rather be read as a structural critique of patriarchy and violence 
against nature. Yet, while intending to oppose individualistic, masculinist structures and 
logics, the articulation of norm critique nevertheless builds on the same assumptions as 
that which it resists. As a tool to address social and ecological unsustainability, it resonates 
well with a consensual climate discourse (cf. Swyngedouw, 2011, 2022), focusing on 
changing individual attitudes and behaviours by creating safe spaces for self-reflection. 
This represents the problem with unsustainability as a lack of self-awareness and emo
tional attentiveness which individualizes the responsibility, and as such de-politicizes, the 
issue of unsustainability. This reliance on an individualized consensual ethics makes the 
norm critical discursive practice understandable as a symptom of, rather than as 
a resistance to, neoliberal hegemony (Mouffe, 2000). Despite the intention to resist 
masculinist power, there is thus a risk of sustaining the norms which produces unsustain
ability, to ‘sustain the sustainability of unsustainability’ (Swyngedouw, 2022a, p. 913).

In contrast to previous studies theorizing neoliberalism as external to norm critique, 
my analysis contributes with a perspective on how neoliberal ideals of individualism 
and self-improvement are immanent with norm critique as a discursive practice. By 
tending to how ideology ‘grip’ subjects through enjoyment, I illustrate that what 
prevents change is not primarily bad attitudes or a lack of knowledge about individual, 
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unsustainable behaviour but rather an affective attachment to a masculinist and neo- 
liberal ideal of an undivided human subject and community. Following the political 
scientist Wendy Brown’s conceptualization of ‘Left Melancholy’ (Brown, 1999), 
I interpret the norm critical discursive practice as allowing for the subject to stay 
attached to a lost object, in this case an equal and sustainable world, by preserving 
the love for the lost object within themselves, as the ideal of an equal and sustainable 
past and/or future. The melancholic attachment to this lost ideal, here signified by the 
terms Sameness and Safety, is what works to preserve status quo. As I have shown, 
Nature and Emotions, both symbolizing ‘truth’, are fetishized; they are given a thing- 
like character (compare Brown, 1999). The phantasmatic identification with an eco- 
logical, sustainable masculine position thus serves as replacement for the lost ideal 
object of sustainability, a loss which is not avowed and as such impossible to grieve, 
i.e. impossible to let go of. In other words, the traumatic loss of a humanity undivided, 
i.e. the loss of Sameness, is preserved through a melancholic attachment to it. The 
irony of melancholia, as Brown suggests, is that the ‘attachment to the object of ones’ 
sorrowful loss supersede any desire to recover from this loss, to live free of it in the 
present, to be unburdened by it’ (Brown, 1999, p. 20).

This form of ‘repression of repression’ (Zupančič, 2024, p. 126), the repression of 
Difference, as in constitutive lack, risks hiding unequal power relations and conflictual 
interests causing some people to (already) suffer the consequences of men’s violence and 
environmental disasters. It enables us to go on as if we can escape the present reality of 
various crises. I want to end by suggesting that we need, instead, to acknowledge that no 
final definition of what constitutes humanity, masculinity or sustainability can be estab
lished (Swyngedouw, 2022a, p. 919). The consensus ideal immanent with neoliberal 
politics not only blocks change but has paved the way for the contemporary uprise of 
illiberal and conservative populist movements (Mouffe, 2000; Swyngedouw, 2022b). The 
current situation thus calls for a radically different way of approaching issues of inequality 
and unsustainability, one that recognizes difference and conflict as constitutive of the 
political.
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