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PREFACE
Another side of Stieg Larsson – a voice sadly missed

As time passes, memories of my colleague and friend Stieg begin to fade. I recall the smoke-laden atmosphere in the coffee room where we discussed the latest developments in far-right movements, and listened to Stieg’s endless repertoire of anecdotes. About his National Service, his time at T.T. (Tidningarnas Telegrambyrå – the Swedish Central News Agency), his trips to Africa. But I have trouble in remembering everything that was said.

But I do remember one thing perfectly clearly.

His way of writing. How he would bang his fingers down hard on the keyboard, fast and accurately, as if he were still using a typewriter.

Stieg was often stressed. A small office with so much to do. He was happy to delegate, but even so usually wanted to keep a finger in the pie. He was always adjusting the texts one last time, checking the editing one last time, correcting the reports one last time.

Yet somehow or other, he always looked relaxed as he sat there, typing away.

He often squandered hours by writing long e-mails to right-wing extremists who were eager to set debates in motion. The explanatory notes and handbooks he wrote for new members of staff were immaculately formulated, informative and comprehensive. One year he kept the editorial board entertained by circulating a series of summer updates via e-mail. He wrote polemical articles, books, pamphlets, policy documents.

And he wrote crime novels.

Stieg knew his crime novels were good. He stated quite early on, somewhat cockily, that they were going to be his pension. But nobody could possibly have dreamt they would turn out to be as successful as they have been. There is no getting away from the fact that the story of Lisbeth Salander and Mikael Blomkvist has knocked the rest of Stieg’s writing into the shade.

This book is intended to remind readers of the other side of Stieg Larsson’s writing. To some extent it helps to explain what Stieg wanted to say in his Millennium Trilogy. It is not possible to separate the novels from his commitment to opposing racism and promoting women’s rights. The book also provides information about Stieg Larsson the journalist, and the issues to which he devoted his life.

What you are about to read is far from everything that Stieg the journalist wrote. He was a contributor to various books, and for many years was a correspondent for the English journal Searchlight, besides being a contributor to other magazines.

Included here is some travel writing and several articles he wrote while working for the Swedish Central News Agency. They demonstrate that for Stieg his writing was about more than just expounding political ideas. He also wrote because he enjoyed doing so. Most of the articles are taken from the first ten years of Expo. They comprise columns, leading articles and correspondence with readers. Some of the texts selected are extracts from books that in various ways touched on subjects close to his heart. The articles are arranged thematically, and provide a guide to Stieg’s views on anti-racist and feminist questions. At the same time they highlight a worrying political development.

When the journal Expo was launched in the mid-1990s, the violent neo-Nazi movement was attracting a great deal of attention in Sweden. The anti-immigration policies of New Democracy1 resulted in the party’s resignation from the Swedish parliament, and the so-called nationalist movement made its presence felt by a series of murders and dramatic white-power concerts.

During the first ten years of the twenty-first century, the spotlight focused on the Sweden Democrats2 and, in the early days, the National Democrats3 – parties with roots in the murky sludge that was beginning to ooze into democratically elected institutions.

In the most recent elections, the Sweden Democrats won seats in parliament. Previously regarded as political clowns, they had now entered the corridors of power.

With hindsight it is easy to see that the driving forces behind Stieg’s crime novels are also present in the rest of his writing. He had a broad basic education. He could be sarcastic and confrontational. He did not hesitate to make fun of the marginalized white-power movement’s peculiar way of life and conspiratorial philosophy.

I was never especially interested in Stieg’s crime novels while he was writing them. Strictly in order to be polite, I once asked him how he would exploit the fame he hoped to achieve with them. The plan was well mapped out in his head. The financial security they would provide would enable him to spend all his time writing even more crime novels, polemical articles and columns.

Obviously, what I miss most is Stieg the man. His humour, his drive, his generosity. But I am also sad that he was not able to experience his success. Not for the success in itself, but for the possibilities it would have opened up for him.

He would have had a lot to say now. About the increase in Islamophobia. About the progress achieved by the Sweden Democrats. About the violence that men inflict upon women. About issues he never had the opportunity to explore while he was working on Expo.

The world has become a little quieter without Stieg around.

This is our way of giving him a voice again. Our way of making sure that his thumping away at the keyboard was not in vain.

Daniel Poohl


INTRODUCTION

Stieg Larsson’s continuous battle against right-wing extremism and the security and police establishments of his country is the central fact of his literary and political biography. The issues he raised and the positions he defended are even more important now than they were during his lifetime. They touch the mainsprings of European political and cultural life today. Larsson is sometimes portrayed as a writer with a heart deeply touched by sadness, even despair. Not true. His sensitivity to the oppression of women and the prejudice against immigrants made him angry, sometimes to the point of irrationality, but he never despaired. For him it was too passive an emotion. His “crime novels” are engaged, bitter and savage in their portraits of the enemy. As a lifelong socialist (and, for a period, a Trotskyist), he wanted to change the world, but was aware that this was not an individual task and always worked with groups and in circles to help maximize his political effectiveness.

His concerns and compassions were straightforward and should not be interpreted as melancholy. His journalism, as is obvious from this collection of texts, was driven by a hatred of all prejudice based on gender, race or class. He despised Swedish chauvinism. All this is gleaned from his works. I never met him, although am told by friends that Stieg and his partner Eva Gabrielsson attended some of my talks in Sweden in the ’70s: I visited the country regularly during that decade. What is refreshing about these articles is the tone. There is no whingeing from Larsson. His political essays reflect a cold anger.

He grew up in post-war Sweden during the Cold War. Every Swedish family was aware of the depths to which its elite had sunk during the Second World War, when it collaborated in a wholehearted fashion with the Third Reich under a national government led by Social Democrats. It was certainly not their finest hour, but they perfected the art of subservience to a power without being militarily occupied, echoes of which have become only too visible in recent years. The monarch himself was sympathetic to Hitler’s cause (his personal physician vetoed giving refuge to several German-Jewish doctors, with dire consequences) and the University of Lund invited Joseph Goebbels in order to honour him. They were spared the disgrace. Goebbels declined the invitation. The Scandinavian joke – it took several weeks for the Germans to take Norway, a day to occupy Denmark and a telephone call to take Sweden – is based on reality. The memory of this was officially erased after the war, but not for everyone. The main opposition during the war had come from the Communist Party. This gave it an aura that benefited the left as a whole.

Stieg Larsson’s so-called “obsession” with the Swedish far right was not at all misplaced. Like many on the left, he knew that fascist ideology had penetrated deep and left an oppressive strain even in the mainstream of Swedish political culture. He was prescient in this regard. I thought of him after the 2010 election results in Sweden, when the sanitised fascists won parliamentary representation. With 5.7 per cent of the vote they now had twenty members of parliament. Their campaign had played to old prejudices. A newly elected member, Kent Ekeroth, stoked Islamophobia just as their forebears had once lit the fires of anti-Semitism: “If Sweden had a majority of Muslims who wanted sharia law, what do you think would happen?”

As Daniel Poohl of Expo wrote: “The Sweden Democrats were able to say to Swedes that the problems they see in society and the problems that they have personally are directly linked to immigration. And those who ended up voting for the S. D. believed in what the party was saying.”

The founder of the magazine had already predicted this development:

The equation was simple: in order to achieve political success the Sweden Democrats needed to acquire support from voters who were dissatisfied with the political establishment, but did not consider themselves to be Nazis or ‘nationalists’. As long as the S.D. appeared to be a traditional Nazi organization with skinheads and uniformed lunatics to the fore, the party scared off all potential voters. When Mikael Jansson took over as leader in 1995, one of his first actions was to ban the wearing of uniforms at public meetings. Since then the party has gradually sidelined the most obvious madmen and militants and replaced them with elegantly dressed and comparatively house-trained activists, including both young people and pensioners. The crudest racial propaganda has been toned down …

Fascist propaganda works best on the fears of the weak, but its successes depend on what is happening in society as a whole. An economic downturn coupled with the widespread Islamophobia that emanates from mainstream politics is a poisonous combination, currently being utilized by far-right groups throughout the Western world. So deep does it go that when a right-wing extremist kills and maims, the first reaction of the media networks is to assume that the perpetrator is a Muslim. This was already the case in 1995 when Timothy McVeigh bombed the Federal Building in Oklahoma. Before his identity was known the local media reported “swarthy, Arab-looking types” who had been seen in the vicinity. It was pure fantasy.

In his description and analysis of that terrorist attack, Larsson insisted that it was short-sighted to view the event as the act of a lone killer or madman. There was always, he argued, “a political and historical explanation”. He would not have been at all surprised by the events of July 2011 in neighbouring Norway, when a home-grown terrorist, Anders Behring Breivik, butchered dozens of young people. This time the media and Western leaders assumed it was a Muslim attack because of Norwegian involvement in the Afghanistan war. Messages of support poured in from Obama and his E.U. followers. Dark-skinned Norwegian citizens were jostled and attacked on the streets of Oslo before the identity of the terrorist was revealed. Silence followed. The votaries of Western civilization had nothing more to say. A terror attack was suddenly transformed into “a national tragedy”. Breivik was a madman. But as the Norwegian writer Aslak Sira Myhre pointed out in the Guardian the day after, it was not so simple. The terrorist was not a Muslim but a Muslim-hater, an Islamophobe whose manifesto revealed close reading of columnists in Europe’s mainstream newspapers. Myhre wrote in very Larsson-like tones:

Anyone who has glanced at the web pages of racist groups or followed the online debates of Norwegian newspapers will have seen the rage with which Islamophobia is being spread; the poisonous hatred with which anonymous writers sting anti-racist liberals and the left is only too visible. The 22 July terrorist has participated in many such debates. He has been an active member of one of the biggest Norwegian political parties, the populist right party, until 2006. He left them and sought his ideology instead among the community of anti-Islamist groups on the internet.

With the attacks on immigrants and travelling people reaching new heights – the burning of travelling people in Naples, mass deportations in France, brutal evictions in Britain and Spain – were Larsson’s concerns all that far-fetched? He knew that for the most oppressed layers in society it can be a colossal effort to live. The hard silence of official justice annoyed him just as much as judicial misdemeanours, cover-ups, a refusal to face facts. Stieg Larsson would not remain calm in the face of political evil. Here he reminds me of another Swedish non-conformist, to put it no stronger.

Long before the ignominy of the Second World War, another radical Swedish writer had lambasted the national traditions of his country. August Strindberg, who died in 1912, challenged the false and fraudulent accounts of the Swedish bourgeoisie. His first novel, The Red Room, was a devastating satire on the corruptions of capitalism and the hypocrisies of bourgeois life. In a set of acute essays, Strindberg exposed the pretensions of the national culture, its religion (his book containing a short story that rudely mocked the Holy Communion was banned), gender inequalities and the official histories of the time. The reaction was bitter and brutal, compelling the writer to leave his country. Like Larsson after him, Strindberg never compromised his integrity. His motto was simple but effective: never write to please. That way lies failure. He was never a writer desperate for honours or prizes or to reach an accommodation with the much-despised rulers of his country in order to gain recognition. He spat on people like that, once or twice literally, if the stories are to be believed. He challenged them with real passion, and their primitive and simplistic defenders made fools of themselves as they attempted to destroy the playwright’s literary and personal reputation. Strindberg’s supporters raised thousands of kronor and presented him with the anti-Nobel Prize for literature.

Stieg Larsson has become a posthumous global cult. His books are translated into all the major languages and not a few minor ones. Were he still alive he would have been self-mocking and taken the fame in his stride, but the money that his books are earning would have been used mainly to support the causes that he defended all his life: investigative journalism, anti-racist and anti-fascist movements and journals, the struggle for democracy and social justice worldwide. This book provides a glimpse of Larsson denied to most readers of his novels. It is not that his politics are absent in the latter. If anything the contrary, but the clarity of his non-fiction writings enhances his stature and they deserve to be read by his admiring fans. It will educate them and, who knows, even push them in the direction of activism. Larsson would have loved that …

Tariq Ali, October 2011
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