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4 Naked, Natural

Female Body Positivity and Agentic Sexuality in
Nordic Pop Music Videos

Anna-Elena Pddkkold

Music videos are often derided as promoting sexiness or normalizing ‘porn chic’,
which is unsurprising considering the prevalence of scantily clad bodies alluringly
displayed in many popular videos.! Nordic cultural attitudes towards nudity in
public spaces, however, are far more lenient than in anglophone global popular
culture, which might lead one to assume that the same is automatically true of
music videos. But this should not be taken for granted. It is necessary to examine
specific cultural differences in attitudes about acceptable nudity when discussing
sex and sexuality in music videos. This is the premise of my discussion of women
artists from Finland, Denmark, and Sweden who exhibit partial or full nakedness
in their music videos. With reference to the concepts of burlesque, naturalness, and
Nordic exceptionalism, I will discuss what Paha Matami, Jada, and Tove Lo com-
municate about body positivity, sexuality, and female empowerment.? I posit that,
while Nordic attitudes towards nudity and sexual expression are open-minded, they
nevertheless also articulate normative Nordic conceptions of sexuality.?

In this article, I employ approaches from cultural musicology and music video
studies together with feminist research on the Nordic region, the last of which casts
important light on some of the intricacies of Nordic sexualities and nudity. Critical
whiteness studies is also conspicuously relevant to these discussion, as Nordic
whiteness is a highly idealized category of whiteness, which can all too easily fall
into exotic stereotypes.* This is not, however, an excuse to overlook research on
whiteness or its significance to the region: whiteness exists as ‘normality’ and is
visible even when people of colour (POC) are not present.® In this article, white-
ness is seen as an identity category that is constantly constructed, reproduced, and
consumed in the public performances of artists and music video makers.¢

Nordic Nude Bodies, Sexuality, and Whiteness

Traditionally, Nordic whiteness in Anglophone cultures has been framed as syn-
onymous with Protestant tropes of purity and chastity.” In popular culture today, in
contrast, Nordicness is often aligned with ideas about sex positivity, even hyper-
sexualization.? This can be attributed especially to Sweden’s and Denmark’s global
reputation of openness in matters of sexuality, a perception that is linked to the
growth of the pornography industry in both countries in the 1970s.° There are some
concrete differences in attitudes towards sex and sexuality between anglophone
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cultures and the Nordics. For example, in the Nordic context, the ‘sex wars’ which
originated in the US feminist movement were more about pornography as a social
problem attached to the oppression of women and sexual health rather than a sign
of inherent vice, loose morals, or internalized patriarchy.!°

The racialized repercussions of women expressing acceptable sexual liberty in
the context of Nordic popular culture (and music) have been largely unexplored.
To address this, I draw on research from whiteness studies to explore whiteness as
a racial category instead of being a default state—in the words of Richard Dyer,
‘whiteness needs to be made strange’—in order to recognise how it functions as a
site for privilege.!! Exoticizing and stereotyping connotations of Nordic whiteness,
which Kristinn Schrann calls borealist, could include stoic character, the tough-
ness required to live in a harsh natural environment, poverty, and even barbarism.
Borealist depictions, popularized especially within the last ten years, cast Nordic
cultures in a special imaginary sphere comprising elements of fantasy and harsh-
ness, both of which have been exploited also by Nordic artists in their market-
ing strategies and aesthetic profiling.'? Nordic whiteness is, moreover, sometimes
connected with the notion of ‘Nordic exceptionality’, which implies identity con-
structions defined with reference to the Nordic welfare state model.'* Values that
(arguably) inform the Nordic welfare state model include antiracism, gender equal-
ity, and detachment from a colonial past. Attaching these qualities to Nordic white-
ness therefore assigns to it the moral high ground, in contrast to other Western
cultures, which supposedly exempts people in the Nordic countries from the bur-
den of racist thinking.'* This is manifested in a specifically Nordic form of ‘white
innocence’, which insists that skin colour ‘does not matter’ and that class-based
inequalities are not present in Nordic social life or politics.'> Anyone suggesting
otherwise can be perceived as ‘letting down the side’, or in the case of foreigners,
failing to understanding the nuances of the Nordic system—either maliciously or
through lack of education. This becomes an excuse for Nordic countries to opt
out of discussing systemic or structural racism, which would reveal whiteness as
arguably the most important factor in determining social privilege: white equals
Nordic, non-white equals non-Nordic.'¢

In the cultural sphere, Nordic exceptionalism can be brought into dialogue with
ideas about the inseparability of nudity from perceptions of Nordicness. Philip
Carr-Gomm distinguishes ‘nudity’ from ‘nakedness’ as demarcating the difference
between public and private states of unclothedness: ‘nudity happens in art, naked-
ness happens in your bathroom’.!” I would argue that this does not apply in quite
the same sense to Nordic cultures, as public and private spaces become blurred in
the context of sauna culture. This modified form of private-yet-public nakedness
can also have nationalistic associations, such as purity and closeness to nature.'®
Adding ‘white innocence’ to Nordic conceptions of nakedness is to see it as normal
and to scoff at cultures treating it as spectacle or sexual titillation. A more precise
differentiation between nudity and nakedness is made by John Berger:

To be naked is to be oneself. To be nude is to be seen naked by others and yet
not recognized for oneself. A naked body has to be seen as an object in order
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to become a nude. (The sight of it as an object stimulates the use of it as an
object.) Nakedness reveals itself. Nudity is placed on display. To be naked is
to be without disguise. To be on display is to have the surface of one’s own
skin, the hairs of one’s own body, turned into a disguise which, in that situ-
ation, can never be discarded. The nude is condemned to never being naked.
Nudity is a form of dress."

Berger’s distinction is similar to Carr-Gomm'’s, but with an important difference:
nakedness has agency that nudity does not. Hence, we can assert that Nordic artists
can readily claim that their artistic nakedness represents naked innocence rather
than nude spectacle. Even if their nakedness is performed in public, you are not
supposed to act as the desiring gaze-holder, because Nordic nakedness and sexual-
ity are ‘good and healthy’. If you do, you reveal yourself as not understanding the
Nordic natural nakedness.

‘Less acceptable’ expressions of exaggerated, carnivalized, or parodied sexual-
ity/nudity are also often frowned upon and seen as non-Nordic expressions of sexu-
ality.?® Different spaces, public and private, are structured around Nordic whiteness,
and bodies that differ from this rule are considered deviant or dangerous.?! White
privilege, fuelled by white innocence, affords the power to reject differing bodies
from public ‘white spaces’, or to dispute experiences of racialized tension within
them. The salience of this issue is hard to avoid when considering Nordic music
videos, or indeed, the music industry, which are predominantly white spaces. Non-
white Nordic artists are currently on the rise, but in searching for examples for
this article, I noted that most women of colour don’t reveal much skin in their
music videos, even if their songs suggest it.>> The apparent absence of sexualized
non-white bodies in current Nordic music videos might be explained by taking in
account the feminist spirit that has engulfed popular culture since around 2015,
with feminist musicians criticizing how women are still seen as sexual objects in
the public eye. This seems to be doubly true of POC and immigrant women: no
matter how obviously they parody sexism and try to avoid the male gaze, white
privilege always assigns them as being public property through the objectifying,
desiring gaze, even if they wanted to perform innocent, Nordic nakedness.”® The
question remains, however: is artistic nakedness an exclusively white practice in
the Nordic region?*

My task is to find Nordic strategies of challenging the male gaze in my exam-
ples while examining their intersectionality.? I’ve chosen three music videos from
Nordic pop that feature some level of nude skin presented by body-positive artists.
I problematize the performances of nakedness and observe how the artists’ music
production and voice politics contribute to their body-political messages. I treat the
three examples as contextually and culturally bound examples, while approaching
them through Nordic feminist theories and theories of Nordic whiteness. I discuss
nakedness in these examples with the help of three distinct aesthetic strategies,
which I regard as particularly relevant to the examples in question: burlesque and
hip-hop aesthetics (Paha Matami), naturality (Jada), and Nordic exceptionality
(Tove Lo).
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Burlesque and Hip-Hop Aesthetics in ‘Trippésin sun dijin’

Paha Matami (Juuli Linneo) is a Finnish hip-hop artist who caused a stir in the
Finnish tabloid press with her first single, ‘Tréppasin sun dijan’ (2021) by exhibit-
ing her twerking skills alongside two dancers. Twerking originally came to Finland
in the latter part of the 2010s, becoming a topic of feminist critique when the artist
and dance instructor Tinze (Tia-Maria Sokka) released the song ‘Bakara’ (a mis-
spelling of the Finnish word for buttocks, pakarat; 2020). Her artistic contribution
was limited to twerking; the music was performed by rap duo Teflon Brothers and
rap artist F (Fanni Sj6holm). Later, F apologized for participating in the single, as
the music video, featuring no POC dancers, was accused of being racist. The music
video exemplified a problematic tendency in white logic: it simultaneously sexual-
ized and erased black bodies. It was criticized by several black Finnish twerking
instructors, who claimed that Tinze’s failure to respond to criticism delegitimized
black experiences, diminishing twerking to a titillating dance technique for white
people to use and monetize.?

Paha Matami, whose artist name loosely translates as ‘bad big/old woman’,
emphasizes body and sex positivity by promoting her own bigger body as sexu-
ally alluring and agentic. Matami’s music video also borrows from black (hip-
hop) culture and sexualizes twerking, but unlike Tinze’s, it features a black dancer.
The video depicts ‘alpha women’ going out at night and picking up a shared man
for sexual endeavours.”’ Matami’s video could be seen as empowering all bod-
ies while respecting cultural heritage. Showing a combination of big white bodies
and black ones in a body-positive manner overturns a doubly offensive stereotype
about sexuality, which sees black or big female bodies as ferocious and sexually
insatiable; in other words, these are bodies that are both equalling the Hottentot
Venus stereotype.?® Depicting black and/or fat sexualized bodies as strong and
agentic, then, threatens the patriarchal logic of ‘acceptable’, passive female sexual-
ity. For example, the video’s lapdance sequence (1:13—1:26; see Figure 4.1) hap-
pens between the artist and one of her female backup dancers, who switch the
positions of ‘twerker’ and ‘twerkee’ in different shots. It could be argued that this

Figure 4.1 Paha Matami’s lapdance sequence.
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performance panders to the male gaze by toying with lesbian sexuality.?? On the
other hand, the performance democratizes the power balance between artist and
backup dancer, since both are delivering and enjoying the choreography. This cre-
ates a safe space for exhibiting their sexuality, the emphasis being on female col-
laboration and body/sex positivity.

Matami combines hip-hop aesthetics with burlesque in her use of sports cloth-
ing, fishnet stockings, and feather poufs. Combining the two affirms the big body
as sexy but also keeps the performance in the sphere of Nordic ‘good’ sexual-
ity. Héléne Ohlsson has examined how Nordic opera divas working in the United
States in the nineteenth century constructed their public images as either ‘angelic’
or ‘sporty’ to avoid sexualized, femme fatale types.*® The same logic applies today:
pop performances by female artists, if not aiming for sexual representation, often
rely on markers of (camp or girly) naivete or sportiness. Burlesque aesthetics grant
the artist agency: ‘burlesque performance redefines the fat body as an object of
sexual desire and as a home to a desiring sexual subject’.?! Therefore, combining
burlesque with sporty hip-hop clothes and sneakers affords Matami some authority:
this is not ‘mere’ smut, but instead it allows the bigger body the respectability of
being a body working out. The sexualized twerking movement is also a body expe-
rienced in specialized muscle work, sanitizing sexual connotations up to a point.

This brings us to themes of ‘respectable’ versus ‘sleaze’ concerning women’s
sexuality. Matami makes her art shocking through the use of deliberately ‘dirty’
sounds in the song. The four-bar loop relies on a downward-swooping analogue
synth bass pattern which ties in with the hip-hop beat. Other sonic features include
alarm-like synth sounds which create a noisy rhythmic cage for the song. I have
previously suggested that Nicki Minaj ‘envoices’ her buttocks using specific drum
sounds in her music video ‘Anaconda’ (2016).3? Similarly, the constantly down-
ward-swooping bass finds its visual counterpart in the twerking buttocks of Matami
and her dancers. The sharp alarm sounds are meant to cause sonic irritation, while
Matami’s soft yet mocking rapping with explicit lyrics exhibits confidence, agency,
and pride. The artist has commented on how incredible it is that sexually agentic
adult women are still seen as anomalies and shocking.** The song, then, is a chal-
lenge to passive feminine sexuality. This is similar to black US hip-hop artists’
criticism but with a distinct difference.?* While female US rappers are calling out
‘misogynoir’, Matami’s criticism remains in the context of the white Finnish cul-
ture, extending only to class, not skin colour. Merl Storr aligns the discussion of
‘sleazy’ sexuality with class differences, or how the lower classes embrace sleaze
while the higher classes vie for respectability.® Matami’s performance invokes
class differences through her use of thick Helsinki slang, implying lower-class sta-
tus, while her sporty attire also makes her sexual performance relatable in relation
to working-class logic.’ If this sportiness excuses her lower-class connotations,
the only reproachable theme remaining is the ‘sleaze’ or less acceptable sexuality,
which in the Nordic understanding implies the unrestricted exhibition of sexuality
and, perhaps, the ‘non-Nordic’ sounds of hip-hop and anglified slang in the lyrics.

Performances of agentic feminine sexiness in hip-hop are often based on the
ways black women artists articulate sex positivity. Most emphasize breaking
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taboos about women’s supposed passivity, but they also contest stereotypes of
insatiable black women. For example, twerking need not be understood only as a
sexual invitation; Adeerya Johnson claims that the movement also connotes ‘joy,
laughter, and pleasure that emerges from Black girl play and creativity’.” Seeing
the movement as only sexual titillation ‘comes from how the white hegemony
and white mainstream culture has socially categorized all Black physical bodies
as hypersexual and “freakish”’.3® Comparing this to Matami’s music video, even
though one of her dancers is black, reveals a deeply embedded pattern of structural
thinking. In Finnish hip-hop, and perhaps extending to Nordic cultures, combining
female sexuality with black codes is acceptable if the performance is done with
mainly white bodies. While Matami’s treatment sanitizes twerking through homo-
social codes and sporty attire, the music and the lyrics suggest a ‘white ratchet’
sensibility where black feminist messages are appropriated to the Finnish context,
disregarding racial tensions.

This is not necessarily a deliberate racist strategy. Ben Pitcher remarks that
thinking about race beyond racism is to acknowledge that ‘racial meanings are not
the property or possession of certain groups and individuals, but rather they belong
to the realm of culture within which we all operate’.> Therefore, global under-
standings of hip-hop could also allow white women (and Matami) to explore play
and experience embodied pleasure through twerking. However, the video exempli-
fies a ‘white logic’ where positioning white bodies in relation to non-white cultural
markers assigns these bodies as sexy simply because whiteness is ‘pure’ and non-
whiteness is ‘smutty’.*’ As noted earlier, the white body does not have to remain
in the realm of smut, as it can escape it as soon as the carnivalized performance is
over; black bodies, however, struggle with this process because the racist imagina-
tion always/already sees them as smutty. Concerning Matami’s body size, black
coding enforces the stereotypes of hypersexuality but this is then thwarted through
connotations of sportiness and respectability. In this way, Matami’s performance
of Nordic whiteness remains within the remit of Nordic ‘good sexuality’.

Naturally Naked in ‘Keep Cool’

A defining feature of Nordic identity is the ubiquity of the sauna culture; so much
so that it is sometimes indistinguishable from national identity.* The sauna fea-
tures in folklore in most Nordic countries and has special meaning as a social meet-
ing place for friends, families, and even strangers. It is also a venue for acceptable,
even nationalistically encoded, nakedness.** The sauna is commonly regarded as
a desexualized place motivated by hygiene, relaxation, social interaction, physi-
cal well-being, therapy, and/or spiritual experiences.* Nakedness is therefore seen
as innocence, a sign of sincerity, and comradeship. Here, I consider the sauna as
a white space, motivated by Nordic innocence which sees the sauna as nonsexu-
alized. Richard Dyer discusses the symbolic meanings of whiteness as implying
a lack of materiality: as cleanliness (without dirt), morality (without sin), chas-
tity (without sexual connotations), and universality (without cultural markers).*
The sauna easily meets the first three criteria and perhaps the last one as well,
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because the sauna is expected to be enjoyed by everyone. Not enjoying the sauna
reveals a lack of normative Nordicness, extending perhaps to surreptitiousness and
untrustworthiness. In Finland, the concept of ‘normalcy’ is played out in the sauna
through the saying, ‘everyone’s equal in the sauna’; refusing to go to the sauna or
being finicky about nudity will therefore set you ‘above everyone else’, putting on
airs or thinking you are ‘better’ than the rest.** Seeing the sauna as a white space
is further illuminated through a simple thought experiment. Adding deviant bodies
to this space—for example, a male one to a female-only public sauna—reveals the
sauna as a highly regulated, white, cis-, and heteronormative space. It also reveals
nudity as white privilege: a person of colour in a public sauna is likely to make
other users tense or self-conscious.

Jada’s debut single and music video ‘Keep Cool’ was met in Denmark with
positive reactions. It was called a strong R’n’B song with ‘grooves, boobs and
hella Nineties vibes’.* Many noted the music video’s positive atmosphere, in
which women present themselves in the sauna and spa areas, enjoying their bodies
without clothes, make-up, or pop choreography. Jada codirected the video with
Stephanie Stdhl and commented on how she tried to recreate the women’s ward
in spas as a place where people can do good things for themselves.”’ In a fitting
gesture that exemplifies the tensions between Nordic and non-Nordic understand-
ings of the appropriateness of nudity, YouTube soon flagged the music video as
R-rated.

At this point, I would like to introduce the concept of ‘implied nudity’ as
opposed to direct nudity to convey an important facet of music videos: while they
might have a reputation for being overtly sexual, very few display actual nudity or
nakedness. Instead, they are rife with implied nudity: skin-licking clothes, care-
fully selected fabric patches on sexualized body parts, or ‘offending’ body parts
covered with props. This is similar to burlesque performances creating a narrative
of undressing, which establishes a desire in the spectator to ‘see more’. However,
the ‘end result’ is never quite seen, only implied, which becomes more titillating
than actual nudity. Indeed, Barthes referred to a fully stripped woman as ‘desexual-
ized’.*® In performance studies, actual nudity is often seen as a mask, de facto the
opposite of revealing everything.* There is, however, unresolved tension between
Nordic and non-Nordic understandings of actual nudity, because ‘freeing the nip-
ple’ or even breastfeeding in public means different things in Nordic countries to
elsewhere.*® Nevertheless, being confronted by naked breasts in music videos does
not occur often, even in the Nordics. Jada’s music video presents women in their
most relaxed state, showing their nipples to the camera and facing the audioviewer,
not necessarily confrontationally, but still directly and without shame. Notably,
the artist joins her fellow women in the same space, equally uncovered, although
showing nipples for a shorter period than others.

Throughout the song, Jada’s singing is relaxed and soft, relying on R’n’B deliv-
ery and use of the head voice. Even the choruses, which are doubled at first and
then separate into two melodic lines, do not resort to belting, but restfulness. Jada’s
voice is interwoven with sleek pop synth sounds, an analogue bass line, and a
drum machine beat featuring heartbeat-like kick sounds, rhythmically emphasizing
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embodied presence. Shimmering synth sounds emulate the sounds of water hitting
the heated stones above the sauna stove, while others create slowly rippling vibrato
to convey watery or underwater spaces. Backing vocals are filtered as though
underwater and reinforced by shots of waves and Jada singing from a bathtub, her
body sinking into the water.’! A natural connection between Jada and the sauna
is implied; she is making underwater spaces equally audible to those above the
surface. Her audiovisual message seems to embrace the ideas of French feminist
theorists like Cixous and Irigaray, who regard femininity as fluid, since Jada’s
music and voice production emphasize watery sounds.*? These function as symbols
of a relaxed space where bodies and breasts of all sizes and shapes are allowed to
exist and be visible. As the video progresses, the nude models are seated in bath-
tubs, two in each, coolly facing the cameras (2:37-2:52; see Figure 4.2). The bath-
tub embraces the bodies in a womb-like sanctuary of porcelain and warm water.
Astrida Neimans regards water as a feminist symbol for connecting to one’s own
body and others: ‘Water is between bodies, but of bodies, before us and beyond us,
yet also very presently this body, t00’.> Jada’s models enact this in-betweenness
concretely. With Jada’s doubled vocals, her voice represents all bodies onscreen,
suggesting that the water and the sauna’s warmth (produced by evaporating water
on hot stones) connect separate bodies; or indeed, that the bodies are in their natu-
ral, fluid worlds, bringing forward Neiman’s ‘hydrofeminist’ camaraderie.>

Still, a Sapphic interpretation is difficult to avoid. The ‘white space’ of the sauna
forbids displays of same-sex desire, but Jada’s music video continues to empha-
size naturalness and softness even as these displays grow throughout the video.
The first gaze exchanged between Jada and another woman happens at 3:28; then
physical contact between everyone increases. Perhaps the audioviewer is encour-
aged to regard this as a ‘natural’ part of nudity, where touching other naked bodies
is nonsexual. In other words, a ‘Nordic gaze’ informed by Nordic innocence sees
Jada touching her fellow bathers as simply innocent and a sign of homosocial,
not homosexual, behaviour. However, the presence of naked female bodies and
the display of uncovered breasts seem naturalized only when there is no contact

Figure 4.2 Jada, second tub from the left, and her entourage enjoying their spa moment,
facing the audioviewer.



Female Body Positivity and Agentic Sexuality 95

between the women, and the embodied experience is conveyed only through music
and Jada’s singing. As soon as there is physical touching, tensions between natu-
ral and sexualized nudity become heightened. The atmosphere does not become
‘smutty’, but it is an unfamiliar context for a sauna as the function changes from
single bodies receiving heat for health reasons to interrelated bodies embracing
each other. The shift in context might still vouch for the naturalness of sexuality,
but the function of nudity also changes. The insistence on the sauna as a nonsexual
space becomes moot, revealing the fact that nudity in music videos can rarely be
seen as nonsexual, as nakedness, even when the ‘Nordic gaze’ would insist upon it.

Nordic Exceptionality in Queer Sex(ualities): ‘Bitches’

Tove Lo’s music video bitches (2018) presents a cavalcade of artists who bring
their solo verses to a song addressing sexual pleasure as a feminist right. With
one exception (the British Charli XCX), all artists hail from Nordic countries:
Lo and Elliphant are Swedish, Alma is Finnish, and Icona Pop features Finnish-
Swedish Caroline Hjelt and Swedish-Gambian Aino Jawo. The music video is the
quasi-cinematic story of a (supposedly) American heterosexual couple who take
a course, gleefully instructed by the artists, in the fine arts of sex, but also femi-
nism, respect, and caring for each other. The lyrics of the music video reassign a
gender-neutral tone to the word ‘bitches’, implying people who don’t know how
to please a woman sexually. With this example, I return to the concept of Nordic
exceptionality, where traits of Nordic cultures are harnessed as proof of a welfare
state model that produces equality.® In Nordic countries, women gained voting
rights relatively early, which encouraged a tradition of feminist empowerment.
Nowadays, this empowerment allows women to perform sexual themes in main-
stream entertainment. Wencke Miihleisen regards this as epitomising ‘Nordic New
Feminism’, a form of criticism born in the 1990s which aimed at seemingly equal
Nordic gender politics but did not achieve sexual agency for women.> This reso-
nates closely with the global strand of postfeminism. Moreover, as Nordic artists
are becoming better known in the global pop sphere, Nordic New Feminism and
its emphasis on affirmative attitudes towards sexual desire becomes a viable mar-
keting strategy. Tove Lo’s approach is indeed to demand attention and emphasize
agency. Musically, the singing voices are paired with dirty-sounding, downward-
swooping synth bass sounds, a sharp drum in a 4/4 drum comp, and a simple har-
monic structure. Almost all the artists’ voices are produced as sizzling with high
frequencies, heavily compressed and situated dead centre in the mix, pushing them
to the fore, demanding attention, and emphasizing agency. By wearing a baby blue
jacket against her bare skin and tape-covered breasts, Tove Lo both invites and
evades the sexualizing gaze. While the music might be ‘smutty’, the artists, their
voices, and the lyrics are to be taken seriously.

The wide collection of artists admits a spectrum of sexualities, with the bisexual
Tove Lo in the lead and Alma representing female homosexuals. All featured art-
ists have claimed to support queer rights during their careers. In the video, they
assume the position of instructors, knowing more about sex and sexuality than the
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average North American couple. The narrative of instructing non-Nordic people
in the ways of ‘proper’ feminist sex resonates strongly with the notion of Nordic
exceptionality: if sexuality is taken as a normalized thing, there are no taboos
in expressing your sexual needs, nor in pursuing them (see Figure 4.3). Having
qualms about your sexuality, in this regard, seems like a prudish American attitude,
and something Lo and her featured artists place themselves above. The main theme
of the song is cunnilingus or pleasuring female genitalia with your tongue instead
of unprotected hetero sex. This is even represented musically: the lyrics ‘All the
girls stare at me, drop lip, dripping in harmony, like a fifth’ describe cunnilingus
as fifth-based harmonies (also audible in the song at this section), familiar from
Gregorian chant and folk music; the Icelandic tradition of tvisongur (twin singing
in parallel fifths) is also relevant here. The use of Gregorian chant becomes humor-
ous with its connotations of single-sex choirs and seemingly devout singing in a
context where sexual interaction was denied or sublimated. In contrast, later in the
song, the lyrics describe an insatiable female Goddess with eight breasts, demand-
ing devout attention in the guise of sexual contact. Conservative-Christian values
(Catholic and Protestant alike) are the targets of criticism: sexuality is not a sin or
against sacrality, but (should be) very much a part of it.”’

Intersectionally, this music video is replete with content. Alma’s presence
brings to the mix a lesbian perspective and represents perhaps the most pronounced
hip-hop aesthetics of the bunch.*® Educating the music video’s boyfriend about sex
turns the idea of the Netflix show Queer Eye on its head: gay men can teach cis-
men and women how to be sensitive and fabulous but leave the hardcore sex educa-
tion to outspoken lesbians and queer women. Icona Pop’s Aino Jawo represents the
contribution of an Afro-Nordic artist, which offers the possibility of contradicting
my earlier claim about black female artists not being allowed or not wanting to
represent themselves as sexually titillating entities. However, Jawo’s performance
does not extend to innuendo like Tove Lo’s instructive performances of cunnilin-
gus but remains bracketed off from explicit displays of sexuality.

Figure 4.3 Tove Lo, second from the right behind the table, using props in her educational
moment for the couple in front.
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None of the performers are naked, but Tove Lo marks her breasts with black
tape covering the nipple. Because it is her song, it makes sense that Lo shows the
most skin: she is building her brand instead of being an invited guest. Indeed, she
has been known to reveal her breasts during live gigs.®® Susanna Paasonen has
claimed that the Swedish emancipated woman ‘takes the shape of activity, initia-
tive, and availability alike’.%° All three traits are present in Lo’s performance as she
educates the couple without qualms, physically showing the sexual gestures and
administering corporal punishment when the couple fails to repeat them. At times,
Lo performs in the dead centre of the screen, facing the audioviewer, who is placed
in the position of the clueless couple. This demand for attention when portraying
overtly sexual gestures can also be a strategy for inducing fear: Brett Lunceford
writes of rhetorical nudity and its potential to provoke unease as a ‘combination
of unpredictability and disregard for commonly held norms’.®! As such, strategic
implied nudity could be a new aspect of the ‘manic pixie dream girl’ trope that re-
sexualizes the otherwise child-like, zany image of the pixie woman.®? Alternatively,
the child-like trope rebrands the breast as white innocence, especially as the artist
in question is Nordic. This ultimately deconstructs Lo’s nude threat and reveals it
as play with conservative values: the joke, again, is on the audioviewer. Lo can-
not be overlooked, however: the demand to consider the music and the message
has been direct. Sexual services and, by extension, consuming Lo’s music, are not
polite requests, but it is only a matter of time before they happen.

Conclusion: Naturally Naked?

‘Not all nude bodies are the same’, writes Brett Lunceford; it is context which
gives power to the messages that implied or actual nakedness conveys to the pub-
lic.®* This also applies to my examples, where the revealing of skin functions as
aestheticizing a bigger body (Paha Matami); as a sign of naturalness and feminine
contact (Jada); or as a demand for attention (Tove Lo). Nakedness (implied or
actual) functions in all my examples as a symbolic resource for Nordic cultures.®
In other words, nakedness is a branding strategy which emphasizes connotations of
(Nordic) naturalness and health in and beyond sexuality. However, most of these
connotations are based on—and sanctioned by—idealized connotations of Nordic
whiteness, which are not necessarily available to non-white artists. Furthermore,
all the discussed artists emphasize body and sex positivity as a Nordic trait, which
might help their branding in the global pop market but does not directly engage
with or contest issues of equality in the Nordic countries, especially where racial or
sexual minorities are concerned.

Where nakedness is depicted as natural by Nordic artists, it is possible to see it as
a self-conscious deployment of Borealist-inflected open-minded attitudes towards
sex and sexuality. It is not, however, a given that the artists escape hypersexualiza-
tion in the non-Nordic context; their nakedness could still be regarded as a target
of the male gaze, as nudity. This might also extend to Nordic women in general,
reinforcing the idea of Nordic women as ferociously sexual. Naturalness is also
comparable to cleanliness, which draws another line between ‘smutty non-Nordic’
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and ‘clean Nordic’ sexualities, which are difficult to overlook as possessing racial-
ized subtexts. The music of two of my examples is saturated with ‘dirty’ sounds
through appropriations of the urban sounds of hip-hop, whereas Jada’s watery
pop sounds connote cleanliness and hygiene, which in turn imply naturalness.
As Matami and Lo make demands for sex in their lyrics, Jada’s main message is
beyond sexual pleasure; therefore, the juxtaposition of Matami’s and Lo’s urban
hip-hop and Jada’s close-to-nature pop sounds can be likened to ‘smutty’ sex and
‘clean’ embodied pleasure. However, Matami’s and Lo’s ‘dirty’ sounds are per-
formed also in the context of sporty connotations, excusing them from the category
of ‘mere’ smut. The presence of clean and natural sexuality is present in all three
articulations of nudity, bracketing off ‘smutty’ sounds as belonging to non-white
music.®® This is not an intentionally racist strategy, but it reveals how whiteness
functions as a measuring stick for acceptable (female) sexualities in the Nordic
countries and, possibly, also in the Nordic music industry.
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