


"Something in the nature of a 
bloodless revolution ..." 

How new gender relations became gender 
equality policy in Sweden in the 
nineteen-sixties and seventies 

Christina Florin and Bengt Nilsson 

So this is the situation. Some of the most influential people in Sweden 
have said that they think the sexes should no longer have separate roles in 
history. They want to see a state of affairs in which it will be as natural for 
a woman to have a job as it is for a man: a society in which men and 
women help each other with the household work. But are these dynamic 
people aware that this demand is something in the nature of a bloodless 
revolution—a revolution in the life of individuals and a transformation of 
the whole society.1 

These lines were written by a young civil servant for the purpose of in-

forming other countries about the Swedish model or, rather, the Swedish 

gender model. The title of the book was Swedish Women, Swedish Men, 

and it was commissioned by the Swedish Institute whose function was to 
promote a positive picture of Sweden in other countries. The year was 

1968 and the name of the government official was Anna-Greta Leijon, 

who then worked at the National Swedish Labour Märket Board. The in

tention was to give a picture of our welfare policies and our strivings for a 

democratic relation between women and men. We wanted to be seen 

where changing gender roles were concerned as a country with visions. 

This article was sponsored by the HSFR project Visions and bureaucracy aimed at steering 
societies. We also want to express our thanks to SCASSS (The Swedish Collegium for Ad

vanced Study in the Social Sciences) which made this article possible through a stimulating 
research period for Christina Florin. 

1 Leijon, Anna-Greta (1968) Swedish Women-Swedish Men. The Swedish Institute: 

Stockholm, p. 41. 
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The pictures in the book are telling: they often show happily smiling 
fathers embracing their children while the mothers are at meetings, take 
re-schooling courses or are simply having a nice lie-in. But, according to 
Leijon, it would be long before the bloodless revolution had an impact and 
the book also revealed deficiences: there were, for example, far too few 
places in the day nurseries. On the whole, resistance to change was strong. 

It was no coincidence that it was a young woman in a Civil Service de-
partment who was the author of this book about Swedish emancipation. 
Leijon belonged to the group of young, left-wing intellectuals within the 
Social Democratic Party. She had already gained experience in many areas 
where she had come across womens issues as problematic—a family with 
a strong, yet oppressed mother, the girls' secondary school with women 
teachers who encouraged their pupils to go in for higher studies, the 
students' association Laboremus with friends who were female radicals, 
the lobby group 222 with gender role issues on the agenda, the local 
branch of the Swedish Social Democratic Party at Järfälla with an expan
sion of the day nursery system on their agenda and, finally, the National 
Swedish Labour Märket Board—the powerful Civil Service department 
with huge resources and with a special programme for the activation of 
women.2 

The quotation above is interesting for many reasons—for one thing be-
cause Anna-Greta Leijon in just a few lines has so lucidly captured the es-
sence of the gender role debate of the sixties and put her finger on the 
deep-rooted problems that a change in habitual gender identities would 
entail. A transformation of the actual power relations between the sexes 
would put a great strain on the established institutions of society—a reor-
ganised labour märket, new child-care problems and different roles in the 
family. A radical change in the social gender system would have such far-
reaching consequences that even Leijon herself seemed to doubt whether 
it could ever be accomplished. And she also grasped which social arenas 
would first need to be changed—women had to enter public life and get 
jobs and men had to enter the private sphere and the home. Both sexes 
had to be ready for change. This time it was not only women who had to 

2 Interview with Anna-Greta Leijon, 4/4 1997; her (1992) Alla rosor skall inte tuktas! 
Tidens förlag: Stockholm. 
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adjust to a male norm. Men would also have to take on double roles and 

become both wage-earners and parents. Every family would thus have two 

breadwinners and two parents who both took responsibility for the chil-

dren. In other words, it was a two-breadwinner model and a two-parent 

model. 

But who were the 'influential' and 'dynamic' persons who had observed 

that the older gender order was no longer valid and saw that the ingrained 

gender patterns had to be changed? Was she referring to the politicians? 

No, Leijon had realised that public officials too were involved in politics 

and at the National Swedish Labour Märket Board she had seen how 

trade-union representatives, industrialists, interest groups, cultural work-
ers and university graduates were involved in the dissemination of ideas 

and in policy-making. The dynamic people Leijon was here referring to 
might be called the "gender equality people". Suddenly they were every-

where—in the sixties they appeared at all levels of society and talked about 

gender roles, gender equality or equality. And when the attempt is made 

to trace their contributions and networks it is discovered how interrelated 

all these people, networks, groups, and organisations were. It is about 

these people, their networks and their political breakthrough that this ar
tide is concerned. 

A new concept had also been discovered to describe how relations 

between women and men ought to be. It was called jämställdhet, gender 

equality. Previously people had talked about womeris rights or womeris 

equality but the new concept now began to be used in all sorts of contexts 

as a parallel to the word equality. The fact that the word gradually had 

such an impact indicates that it was both relevant and convenient, uniting 

many people even if it was, of course, interpreted in practice differently by 

different figures. It bridged class distinctions, sounded moderately harm-

less and functioned in the same way as the concept of the Swtåish. folkhem, 

the welfare state, had done in its day—disguising underlying conflicts so 

that they could be handled. It expressed no power relation and it was dis-

embodied—it had no sexual undertones—the sexes were only supposed to 

be placed side by side as two abstract beings, symbols or ideal types. It is 

true that the concept had a visionary content, but it was a moderate vision. 

It indicated a direction but no explicit commitments or promises. Further-
more, the concept embraced and affected both women and men—it was 
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normative and educational—new demands were made on both sexes. It 

fitted in well with the socially minded and politicising spirit of the times 

that characterized Sweden in the sixties and seventies. As will be seen the 

gender-equality people were also involved in other linguistic strategies and 

discursive contexts which conferred cultural identity and made the debat-

ers feel that they were participating in a progressive project. 

Eva Moberg was an early advocate of jämställdhet, gender equality, as a 

politically correct term to describe the relationship between men and 

women.3 The earlier concept of jämlikhet, equality, included the word 

likhet, likeness, and could therefore easily be interpreted as if the sexual 

power of attraction between the sexes was endangered. She therefore pre-

ferred jämställdhet, gender equality. The two concepts were then used 

synonymously until the mid seventies when jämställdhet, gender equality, 

was officially introduced as the politically recommended term for political 

issues concerning the relationship between the sexes.4 This was done at 

the 1975 Party Conference of the Social Democratic Party and marked a 

breakthrough of the recognition that the gender issues per se had now 

been upgraded to the level of political issues and were a political field in 

their own right. In other words, the concept of gender equality was insti-

tutionalised in the seventies and this marked the beginning of what has 

been called state feminism—a political phenomenon implying that the 

state was now intervening in gender equality issues and that a number of 

officials in public administration, so-called femocrats or state feminists, 

were now being employed to handle feminist issues and to open up new 

fields for the promotion of gender equality.5 

As early as 1972 Olof Palme had made a historic speech at the SAP 

Congress on the need to turn attention to the question of womens rights. 

Two years previously he had talked in Washington about the emancipa

tion of men. The time was now ripe for a division of labour based on 

3 Moberg, Eva (1962) Kvinnor och människor. Bonniers: Stockholm, p. 28. 
4 Karlsson, Gunnel (1990) Mansamhället till behag. Sveriges socialdemokratiska kvinnoför

bund. Tiden: Stockholm, p. 171. 
5 Nb. The term 'statsfeminism' (state feminism) should not be taken as pejorative but as 

descriptive. See, e.g., Hagberg, Jan-Erik & Nyberg, Anita and Sundin, Elisabeth (1995) Att 
göra landet jämställt. En utvärdering av kvinnor och män i samverkan — Sveriges största satsning 
av jämställdhet på arbetsmarknaden. Nerenius & Santérus förlag: Stockholm, pp. 156-182. 
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equality between men and women. According to Palme this called for a 
great expansion of child-care, of social services and extended participation 
in the formation of society. Women must be given the opportunity to 
broaden , step by step, the scope of their political activity. "We want to re
move the obstacles that have always existed and still exist for womens 
equal rights and equal opportunities".6 The Party Conference resulted in a 
Government committee on gender equality under the supervision of the 
Prime Minister himself which gave it a certain status. The committee was 
headed by Thage G. Petersson and Anna-Greta Leijon was also given an 
important role in it. This meant that issues concerning the relationship 
between the sexes had now been placed on the political agenda and that a 
new concept—;jämställdhet, gender equality—had been introduced which 
was able to distinguish this political issue from other political issues. This 
recognition was significant for the future. The vision had been given a 
kind of trademark which had made it easier to recognise it. And the Social 
Democrats had monopolised the issue—in competition with the Liberals 
and the Left. The idea of gender equality fitted in perfectly with the 
Party's hunt for a radical identity. 

In spite of the spirit of Swedish moderation surrounding the concept of 
jämställdhet or gender equality, we would maintain that its significance 
was revolutionary in its time. It marked a new phase in the relationship 
between the sexes, a new "gender contract" as Yvonne Hirdman has called 
this relation.7 Something was underway which was so revolutionary that 
Government institutions saw fit to raise these issues at a political level. 
But how did the issue of gender equality wind up on the political agenda 
and why did it become part of a major political reconstruction in the wel-
fare state? 

6 Kullenberg, Annette (1996) Palme och kvinnorna. Utbildningsförlaget Brevskolan: 

Stockholm, pp. 50-66. Quotation p. 65. 
7 The changing gender relations of the twentieth century have been studied above all by 

Yvonne Hirdman who calls the relations at different points of time a 'gender contract'. See, 

e.g., Hirdman, Yvonne (1988) 'The gender system—reflections on the social subordination of 

women'. Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift 1988:3; her (1998) Women from Possibility to Problem'? 

Gender Conflict in the Welfare State. Research Report no. 3; her 'Genussystemet' (1990) in 

Demokrati och makt i Sverige. Maktutredningens huvudrapport. SOU 1990:44. 
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What do we want to know? 

We need to look at these issues at a more general level in order to be able 
to analyse how the changed relations between the sexes became politics. 
What theoretical assumptions can contribute to explaining what actually 
occurs when social problems are defined as so special that they are worth 
putting on the political agenda? When is the time ripe for an issue to be 
recognised as a problem? Why do people both inside and outside the po
litical sphere devote themselves to a certain issue that seems to appear out 
of the blue and makes an impact on the political sphere? What has hap-
pened? 

According to the American sociologist John W Kingdon a reasonably 
long period of preparation is often required on the part of various actors in 
the political arena- both inside and outside the government and elective 
body—before an issue can be placed on the political agenda.8 Kingdon 
calls these actors policy entrepreneurs. When an opportunity presents it-
self—in Kingdons terminology a so-called policy window—the interested 
parties in a certain issue must quickly be at hand and provide immediate 
proposals as to how what is defined as a political problem is to be solved. 
These actors have for a long time tried to speak for their ideas in all sorts 
of contexts, carried them up to decision-making levels, loosened the sur-
rounding system and connected them with the current tendency of the 
time. In this way these persons have an advantage over other potential ac
tors who do not make it in time before the opportunity is lost. It is not the 
quantity of the actors that is significant, nor their position within or out
side the State. The entrepreneurs can be elected politicians, individual 
public officials, representatives of organisations, professionals, journalists, 
etc. The road to success for the entrepreneurs is persistence, long prepara
tion, and channels to power. They write artides, make speeches and take 
endless contacts until the policy window finally opens and they can enter 
the rough and tumble of debate. The window can open both during tem-
porary unexpected situations, in connection with accidents, crises and at 
times when new national climates of opinion emerge or in connection 
with recurrent political events like special campaigns, elections, new gov-

8 Kingdon, John W. (1984) Agendas: Alternatives and Public Policies. Little, Brown and 

Company: Boston. 
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ernments, etc. The window can also open in times of structural transfor

mation, for example, upward economic swings. 

Kingdons hypothesis of how policy processes emerge and are imple-

mented has been developed in an American political context and need not 

at all be applicable to a Swedish political culture with a different organisa-

tional structure and a different historical tradition. The power structures 

and the form of political control are probably different in a political system 

with a strong as opposed to a weak government. The model also has a 

kind of gender-neutral approach as if the power structures and establish-

ments were neutral and as if male and female actors might behave in the 

same way. But in spite of these deficiencies it is still worth trying out on 

Swedish material as a sort of overall frame of analysis because it combines 
both a structural and an actors perspective and because we, just like King-
don, want to trace what resources and strategies action groups and organ-
ised interests can mobilise, what visions are envisaged and in what circum-

stances the state intervenes. We also want to test a viewpoint of concepts 

in a historical perspective since we think that the actors or policy entre-

preneurs can be more successful if they manage to find common concepts 

and 'languages' for their aims. 
We have selected one question in social politics and family politics which 

has to do with the relations between the sexes which acquired increasing 

ideological explosive power—gender equality and its politicization. The 
question of a more equal relationship between men and women went to 

the core of gender identities and demanded changes in regard to the rela

tion of the sexes to each other. It therefore generated considerable resis-

tance and it affected indirectly all the other questions in the welfare 

state—labour-market policy, child care, family legislation, tax policies, old 

age pensions, the abortion question etc. In the realm of questions con-

cerning equality, it is also to be expected that dynamic participants will be 

found with visions concerning the future social gender order to be created. 

Who were these agents of change—the equality people—and what are
nas did they exploit to advance these questions? What were their visions 

and what happened when these were politicized and came to be imple-

mented? What symbols, 'language' and myths were the visions con-
structed out of? Why did we in Sweden gain a special field for equality 

with such characteristically bureaucratic terms as commissions, delega-



tions, programmes, executives, ministers, ombudsmen etc? How, accord-

ingly, are we to interpret the Swedish gender model, and the attitude of 

Swedish women, historicaliy and politically, in relation to the State? Why 

do we get the model of so-called state feminism? These are some of the 

questions that we shall discuss in the following.9 

The Swedish gender model 

Since the issues concerning the relationship between the sexes and the dif-

ferent roles in the family and society acquired such a central position in 

the public debate in the sixties, some group in society must have defined 

them as an urgent problem that should be dealt with. There had, of 

course, always been conflicts between the sexes but here they were given a 

prominence and visibility as never before. Something must have happened 

that caused this awakening and gave a kind of political legitimacy to these 

issues. Can we explain this phenomenon in terms of the spirit of the six

ties and seventies, or reläte it to the current dominant ideas or enterprising 

actors or must we tum to more concrete, material explanations? Or was it 

just an old problem of the relations between men and women that had 

gained a new lease of life? 

There are many overall factors that might have been significant for the 

political awakening and the left-wing tendencies of the sixties and seven

ties—large-scale economic and social reforms with rationalisations and a 

tougher work climate, the development of the welfare state and the public 

sector, educational reforms and a general rise in the standard of living giv-
ing people both symbolic and material resources so that there was time 

over for solidarity actions with other groups and people. Some researchers 

maintain that a special solidarity culture developed among young peo

ple—especially students—finding expression in new movements, in a spe

cial language where demonstrations, symbols and political rituals provided 

9 It should be noted that the equality questions have become politics in the Scandinavian 

countries even if to various degrees and at different times. In all of these countries it has been 

the social democratic regimes that have put these questions on the political agenda. See Un-

finished Democracy. Women in Nordic Politics (1983) Eds: Elina Haavio Mannila et al. Per-

gamon Press, Oxford, pp. 166-168. 
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a context and a sense of togetherness10. This commitment focused on the 

people in the Third World, unjust wars, the working classes, women, pris-
oners, drug addicts, children, the environment. 

This cultural revolt among young people resulted in an agreement 

between the old and the new Left which, in its turn, led to a general radi-

calisation of political life. And certainly there are signs of political changes 

during these decades as a consequence of these revolts among the young 

and of the growing awareness of how the class society functioned. An or-

ganisational wave of solidarity movements swept over the country. A pro-

gramme on "Increased Equality" was one of the major issues taken up by 

the Social Democratic Party during this period, a programme including 

womens issues as an important part and as an aspect of the class issue.11 

The subordination of women tended to be characterised rather as an inad-
equate issue of equality as such, rather than as a matter of power between 
the sexes of the same class. 

But if we content ourselves with referring to the "spirit of the times" 

and to the left-wing tendency as explanations of the gender equality dis-

course constructed in the sixties, the politicisation of the gender issue be-

comes just something that came with a collective radicalisation among 

students and other radical groups or as an awakening of the Social Demo

cratic Party. The women would then just be one among all the groups that 

were going to be liberated. But it is not quite so simple. We shall show in-

stead that the new gender equality policy, state feminism and the second 

wave of radical feminism had deeper endemic roots dating further back in 

time, much further than the radicalism of the 6o's and jo s. 
If these events are placed in a longer historical perspective, it is possible 

to trace a radical feminist policy in Sweden which is early compared to 

other countries and which is rooted in older specific social structures with 

a certain degree of interaction between the elites and the people and where 

10 Salomon, Kim (1996) Rebeller i takt med tiden. FNL-rörehen och 60-taletspolitiska ritua
ler. Rabén-Prisma: Stockholm. Salomons book has been discussed in Häften för kritiska stu

dier by, among others, Klas Amark and Urban Lindberg. See Häften för kritiska studier 199 7:2. 
11 See Karlsson, Gunnel (1996) Från broderskap till systerskap. Det socialdemokratiska kvinno

förbundets kamp för inflytande och makt i SAP. Arkiv: Lund, pp. 226-266. See also the conclu-
sions of the so-called Alva Myrdal-Committee's work—Jämlikhet. Allas deltagande in arbetsliv 
och politik. (1972) Prisma:Stockholm. 
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the forms for decision-making were based on consensus and compromise. 
This means that the Swedish model had a corresponding Swedish gender 
model which, of course, was not at all equal and which only appears to be 
radical compared with the gender models of other countries.12 What, 
then, was unique about it? Well, it was the fact that Swedish womens so
cial and civil rights happened to be formulated on an individual basis—not 
vis-å-vis the family. Swedish women had joined the labour force at an 
early date and since Sweden was a mainly agrarian country well into the 
20th century it was the working woman who became the norm—the 
woman who gained legitimacy through her work.13 This gave her a certain 
bargainingposition within her disadvantaged status and gradually she won 
recognition as an independent individual. 

Naturally there existed also in Sweden a powerful middle-class ideal of 
femininity with the father as the bread-winner and the mother as the 
housewife, but it was not as rigidly established in Swedish family culture 
as in other countries. Institutional factors that changed the patriarchal 
gender order dating from the i9th century (the franchise, the right to oc-
cupy an office, the responsibility for a family, educational opportunity) 
were introduced in the 20S and in the period between the wars it was pre-
cisely the professional women who, through their professional organisa
tions, were able to win a certain amount of political sympathy and gain 
some success.14 There is, therefore, some reason to speak of a sort of his-
torical continuity in Swedish womens independent civic relationship with 
the state from the very beginning of the 20th century. 

This relationship can be traced in the position of women in family pol-
icy. The 1921 Marriage Code gave Swedish women a unique position.15 

12 Hirdman, Yvonne (1994) 'Kvinnorna i välfärdsstaten.' I: Den svenska modellen. Eds. Per 

Thullberg & Kjell Ostberg. Studentlitteratur: Lund, pp. 180-191. 
13 Sommestad, Lena (1994 'Privat eller offentlig välfärd? Ett genus perspektiv på väl

färdsstaternas historisk formering'. Historisk Tidskrift 1994:4 (offprint). 
14 Ostberg, Kjell (1966)Efter rösträtten. Kvinnors utrymme efter det demokratiska genom

brottet. Symposium. Stockholm; Frangeur, Renée (1997) 'Feminismen och statsmakten i Sve

rige på 1930-talet'. Kvinnoarbetskommittén, kvinnoröreösen och SAP 1935-1939. Arbetarhis-

toria 80—81, pp. 15—24. 
15 Widerberg, Karin (1980) Kvinnor, klasser och lagar 1750-1980 (1980) Liber: Lund, p. 71; 

Therborn, Göran (1996) Europa, det moderna: samhällen i öst och väst, nord och syd 1945-2000. 
Carlssons: Stockholm. 
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The married woman was placed on an equal footing with the man from 

the point of view of legal and economic affairs within the family—both 

husband and wife were given the same responsibilities and rights concern-

ing the running of the home, providing for the family and the upbringing 

of the children. This was, for the married woman, the beginning of eco

nomic and social citizenship based on the concept of the individual, not 

on the view of the household where the father was the head of the family. 

The woman was subsequently released, step by step, from legal depen-

dence on the family and a civic relationship between the state and the 

woman was built up - for example, in 1935 women received a pension on 

the same conditions as men16 and a law on the right of women to work 

was passed in 1939.17 A reform that raised the work of the housewife to a 
sort of gainful employment was the right to a sick-leave allowance for 
housewives in 1955. Married women, then, with or without children, were 
accorded a type of wage-earner status whether they worked within or out-

side the home, even if the allowance was minimal and was not more than 

pocket-money. 

The Swedish woman, accordingly, slowly established her legal indepen-

dence vis-å-vis her husband and became an individual in her own right 

with a direct relation with the state. She gained an independent role as a 

member of society and she was recognised and given legitimacy in her ca-

pacity of mother and worker. She gradually got, as we have already 

pointed out in the above, a new bargaining position even if it would take 
several decades before it could be used for political negotiating. As a rule 

each step on the road encountered strong and stubborn resistance and in 
spite of increasing independence the reforms contained in-built patriar-

chal structures which made it so that gender-segregating effects emerged 

once the laws were applied. In practice it was by and large the same old 

gender order as before even if things were happening at another level. 

Kerstin Abukhanfusa has shown in depth how the reforms conferred dif-

ferent responsibilities and rights to men as compared to women and how 

16 Berge, Anders (1996) 'Socialpolitiken och det sociala rummets organisering'. Retfaerd 

nr 73, pp. 25E 
17 Frangeur, Renée (1999J Yrkeskvinna eller makens tjänarinna? Striden om yrkesrätten for 

gifta kvinnor i mellankrigstidens Sverige. Arkiv: Lund 
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it was always the women who got the worst of it.18 Since the social bene-
fits were in most cases based on the principle of income the womens share 
of these benefits tended to be smaller, since women had lower incomes or 
no incomes at all. Does this mean that these formål rights had no signifi-
cance whatsoever? Yes they did, for the principles concerning justice could 
provide a basis for future negotiations. They could be used as political 
weapons in debates and controversies, which did indeed occur during the 
thirties for example when a law denying the right of married women to 
work was close to being passed.19 It is here also that the demographic sit
uation was to affect the decision. 

In connection with the economic crisis in the thirties there was a steep 
decline in the birthrate in Sweden.20 This stimulated reform work in the 
field of family policy involving the implementation of different kinds of 
collective aids—preventive maternity and child care, school meals, free 
maternity care, advance allowances, maternity allowances, etc—that is, all 
the things we associate with the first phase of the development of the 
Swedish Welfare State. This development continued after the Second 
World War when Sweden had an economic advantage over the countries 
that had participated in the war which meant that the ideology of the wel
fare state could continue to be translated into social reform policy. The 
basic welfare reforms—housing policy, old age pension, unemployment 
insurance, child allowances, health insurance and supplementary pen
sion—had already been introduced in the fourties and fifties—reforms af-
fecting both men and women.21 

When we enter the period focused on in our study—the sixties—some 
programmes in the field of family policy had already gained ground and 

18 Abukhanfusa, Kerstin (1987) Piskan och moroten. Om könens tilldelning av skyldigheter 

och rättigheter. Carlssons: Stockholm, p. 68 and passim. 
19 Current research by Silke Neunsinger, Uppsala. 
20 Hatje, Ann-Katrin (1974) Befolkningsfrågan och välfärden. Debatten om familjepolitik och 

nativitetsökning under 1930- och 40-talen. Allmänna förlaget: Stockholm. Hirdman, Yvonne 

(1989) Att lägga livet tillrätta. Carlssons bokförlag: Stockholm. 
21 The Social Welfare Committee was appointed in 1937 to make a survey of the Swedish 

welfare system. The Committee was to continue working for 14 years and issued altogether 
19 major investigations and 6 pro memoria with investigations and proposals concerning the 

whole of the Swedish social welfare system in the widest sense. We thank Klas Ämark for 

this information. 
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the structures of everyday life were being exposed to new challenges in the 

form of strong economic growth. The "social landscape"22—the gender 

landscape in particular—began to assume a new form. When the exten-
sive reform work was initiated in the sixties the changes were already 

firmly anchored in the Swedish historical context and the Swedish woman 

held an exceptional position dating back even before the far-reaching re

forms of the seventies. Our first proponents of equality in the sixties began 

to act more unitedly, both inside and outside the state system in a situation 

where a lot of ground had already been broken. During the sixties we also 

had a large generation of young people emerging as the large families of 

the fourties grew up. At the same time the numbers of the old mounted, 

requiring more care services and increased investment from the public 

sector. 
How had the social art of engineering of the state affected the inner life 

of the family? The norms governing the relationship of mother-father-

child were regulated in greater detail and were opened up to intervention 

by the state - schooling, working with children, maternity care, child care, 

divorces, abortion, hygiene, health, housing and much else that affected 

the family became standardized and bureaucraticized, and the role of 

women in this process of change was great. In legislation and the regula-

tions concerned with the modern family, emphasis was also placed on the 

psychological and pedagogic responsibilities of the parents. Even a large 
part of family life still consisted in getting money to provide for the family 

and much practical work had to be done in the home to make it work, the 

emotional side of parenthood became an important aspect which it fell to 
women to take care of. The mothers, then, were subjected to new demands 
and controls, but also presented with new opportunities along with the in-

crease in status of the child and motherhood by means of the welfare poli-

cies.23 The state had to both give and take in order to maintain a balance 

between responsibilities and rights. At the same time, the environments in 

which the child lived were professionalized, and in connection with this 

there was created yet another civic state for the woman/mother—to serve 

22 Ahme, Göran Sc Roman, Christine & Franzén, Mats (1996) Det sociala landskapet. En 

sociologisk beskrivning av Sverigefrån 50-tal till 90-tal. Korpen: Gothenborg, p. 36. 
23 Moqvist, Ingeborg (1997) Den kompletterade familjen. Föråldraskap, fostran och 

förändring i en svensk småstad. Institution of Pedagogics: Umeå University, pp. 49 ff. 
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the government institutions so that the children would be neat and tidy 

and could function in school, in the day nursery, and so on. This is another 

example of a new contract between women and the state. 

What were the new problems facing the state? 

After the Second World War it became clear that there was something at 

the very core of the Swedish gender contract that was no longer in balance 

and called for restructuring. It was as if the war had turned the traditional 

behaviour of the sexes upside down. The social activities of women had 

undergone change in a number of areas and this had been noticed by cer-

tain people active within and outside government bodies. Certain measur-

ing scales can be used to measure these changes, even if the effects of so

cial policies are not easy to judge. A clear effect was the demographic 

change which caused the state authorities in the sixties to wish to gain 

control of the situation and investigate the social conditions. The upward 

or downward trends of the demographic curves say something about the 

social temperature existing between the members of a family and it was 

here that that the family statistics showed that something had happened. 

There were in fact signs that "marriage was being lifted out of the family", 

that is to say, a growing tendency for the modern family not to be the same 

as a nuclear family consisting of a married mother and father with chil

dren and all members of the family living under the same roof. A family 

could be practically anything, and the repeated investigations concerning 

the family showed that the authorities regarded family questions and gen
der relations as a problem.24 The enormous quantity of official public en-
quiries set in motion show clearly how questions concerning changing 

gender relations were of'burning' interest. 

Figure i. The number of commission reports on gender issues in the sixties, seventies and 8os. 

Source: Swedish Government Official Reports 1960-1980. 

24 Levin, Irene & Tröst, Jan (1992) Women and the Concept of the Family. (Family Reports 

21: Uppsala University). 

Year 
Number 

1960-69 
34 

1970-79 
74 

1980-89 
41 
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Figure 2. The annual number of divorces per 1000 married women 1990—1994. 

Source: Divorces and separations—background and development. Demographic Reports 

i995:i-

The mass of information which was gathered and which was meant to 

be of use to politicians and government officials covered everything from 

family life, marriage, divorce, child care, womens labour märket, to sexu-

ality, abortion, education, and the situation of single mothers. The Swed-
ish political bureaucrats and professional experts had found a language 
that was understandable and where words like family, children, care and 

women were important terms and key concepts. These were the decades 

of the sociologists and psychologists. What then were the discoveries 

about, above all, women that were made in these enquiries? 

Divorces had increased and marriage rested on a shaky foundation. 

Marriage was beginning increasingly to be seen as an emotional alliance 
and therefore living together as a couple involved a greater risk of being 

exposed to tension when the wear and tear and conflicts of everyday life 

arrived and when the economic basis for living together did not exist in 

the household. Figure 2 shows the increase in divorces in the 20th century. 
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Up to the beginning of our own century, divorces were very rare. Dur-

ing the first decades of the 20th century not even one per cent of all chil-

dren lived in families where the parents had got divorced but as we can see 

from the above diagram the annual number of marriages ending with a di-

vorce have increased steadily over the whole century. In the thirties a few 

thousand couples divorced each year and in the early sixties the corre-

sponding figure was approximately 10,000 couples each year with a peak 

in 1974-75 with roughly 25,000 divorces per year. If we include separations 

between cohabiting couples we had reached 50,000 divorces per year in 

1991. This means that the divorce frequency today is 25 times higher than 

that of the turn of the century. There are, of course, other reasons for the 

increasing number of separations than the frailty of the emotional mar-

riage. 

The increasing number of divorces can also be explained by other, more 

long-term social changes: changing traditions, secularisation, mobility in 
modern society and the increasing number of women working outside the 

home. The fact that divorces had become so frequent helped to make 

them less dramatic, which also made it easier for the parties involved to 

take this decision. The stigma of shame at being a 'divorcee' was being 

eliminated together with the other markers of humiliation surviving from 

the old times. In the motivation for the 1974 Divorce Act it was said, 

among other things, that "marriage shall be seen as a form for voluntary 

cohabitation between independent persons" (italics ours) and according to 

the Standing Committee on Laws this new law was the result of womens 

new position in society and of the decreasing dependence of mothers and 

children on the husband/father. The new role of the father as seen by the 

state was also emphasised by the Minister of Justice in the 1974 Act: 

Society is now, wholly or partly, responsible for a number of needs that 
used to be provided for by the family, which means that the economic 
strain in a divorce situation are not as heavy as before.25 

This shows us that there was an awareness that the woman was now less 

dependent on her husband and that she could, with assistance from the 

25 'Skilmässor och separationer—bakgrund och utveckling'. Demografiska rapporter, SCB, 

1995:1, pp. 96ff. 
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state, fend for both herself and the children after a divorce. There had also 

been other changes in the private sphere that the authorities became aware 

ofin the sixties. People had started to live together in the form of marriage 

but without getting married, that is, cohabiting between unmarried cou-

ples was increasing. This was, strictly speaking, not a new phenomenon. 

In the i9th century and at the beginning of the 2oth century many couples 

cohabited without getting married which was indicated by the increasing 

number of illegitimate children.26 However, from the 1930S and up to the 

middle sixties the number of marriages had increased. But in the sixties it 

fell again! The decline in the total number of marriages between 1965 and 

1974 was 40 per cent (from 60,000 marriages per year in 1965 to 38,000 per 

year in 1974), while during the same period cases of cohabitation increased 

from a few per cent in the early sixties to 12 per cent in 1971. 

Experts on family law, sitting on the large-scale government commis-

sion appointed in 1969 to investigate marriage issues in modern society, 

highlighted the phenomenon in two major reports which presented new 
research on these matters from three different countries.27 This report 

showed that Sweden and Denmark exhibited similar patterns of cohabita

tion and that this form of living together was more accepted here than in, 

for example, the US. A questionnaire also showed that there were several 

reasons for cohabiting in Sweden. Many young persons regarded cohabit

ing as an experimental marriage without a life-long commitment but a 

large number of them also had ideological viewpoints concerning tradi-

tional marriage—they simply did not want to get married on principle. 

Cohabitation was also prevalent among those who had already been mar

ried before. The following quotation from the commission To Cohabit and 
to Marry shows the new attitudes that were spreading among people. 

As has been mentioned before the traditional picture of living together and 
of marriage has changed and practically all who live together today do so 
without getting married /. ... / For quite a few persons in our material who 
now live together it is the case that they have only known each other for a 

26 Matovic', Margareta (1984) Stockholmsäktenskap. Familjebildning och partnerval i Stock

holm 1850-1890. Stockholm university: Stockholm. 
27 Jergeby, Ulla &, Nordlund, Agnethe 8c Tröst, Jan (1975) 'Sammanboende ogifta förr 

och nu'. I: Tre sociologiska rapporter utgivna avfamiljelagssakunniga. SOU:l975:24, pp 125-169; 

Tröst, Jan & Lewin, Bo (1978) Att sambo och gifta sig. Fakta och föreställningar. SOU:l 798:55. 
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short time and must be said to have moved in with each other during some 
kind of courtship period. I ... I and for other persons in our material this 
might be compared with some kind of engagement period in the tradi-
tional system. I ... I We can, for very good reasons, assume that there is 
very great social acceptance of cohabitation.28 

The enquiries showed that there had been a clear change of mentality, 

particularly among young people, in their attitude to marriage. The state-

ment therefore that marriage was being taken out from the family was not 

far from the truth. 

There were also other problems: those couples who did get married did 

so earlier than their own parents—the age for marrying fell and in 1970 it 

was 21 years of age for women.29 But in spite of the fact that the couples 

were young when they moved in with each other or got married there were 

still fewer children in the families. From having been a country in the igth 

century where a small number of women had many children, Sweden had 

become a country where many women had few children at a fairly early 

age.30 According to the 1972 report of the experts on family law, even so the 
number of children born did not correspond to the the needed level of re-

production. It should also be noted that there was also a decline in the birth-

rate—the average number of children per woman—after 1964. See figure 3. 

The fact that women had fewer children at a fairly early age had other 

consequences. When the children left home the woman had at least 20 

childless years before retiring. This phenomenon began to attract attention 

in the sixties at a time when industry was crying out for manpower. A dis-

cussion arose as to whether it would not be possible to try and draw these 

married women into the labour märket. From the rising frequency of 
women entering employment, to be dealt with below, clear patterns also 
emerge which speak of changes in the relationship of the sexes. Could not 
the housewife also change jobs and be a breadwinner herself? This was to be 

the next major challenge to the traditional division of labour in the family. 

28 Att sambo och gifta sig (1978), p. 65. 
29 'Skilsmässor och separationer—bakgrund och utveckling'. Demografiska rapporter 

1995:1, p. 23. 
30 Liljeström, Rita & Liljeström, Gillan &c Furst-Mellström, Gunilla (1976) Roller i om

vandling. En rapport på uppdrag av delagationen för jämställdhet mellan kvinnor och män. SOU 

1976:71, p. 29. 
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Figure 3. Birthrate, net figures 1960-1969. 
Source: Family and marriage 1. Report from the Expert Commission on Family Law. 

Swedish Government Official Reports 1972:41, p.336. 

Over and above measurable changes, we can also observe other factors 
which are probably significant for the new relations of women to men. 

One such factor was the opportunity to regulate child birth and reproduc-

tion itself. The acceptance of the pill and the loop as contraceptive devices 

in the sixties must have had a profound effect on womens independence 

and resulted, as we know, in new sexual habits in the form of the so-called 

sexual liberalism of the sixties.31 Another phenomenon affecting women 
in particular was the growing number of illegal abortions. From the fifties 
onwards growing numbers of Swedish women started going to Poland in 

order to have an abortion. There was a lively debate in the newspapers 

about these "trips to Poland" resulting in a State Commission in 1965. 
This is a concrete example of how womens individual practice formed the 

basis of the reconsideration by the state of various kinds of legislation.32 

31 Lennerhed, Lena (1995) Frihet att njuta: Sexualdebatten i Sverige på 1960-talet. Nor

stedts förlag: Stockholm. 
32 We have borrowed this idea on the significance of individual behaviour for political 

decisions from the research of Maud Eduards. See Eduards Landby, Maud (1990) 'Att stu
dera och värdera välfärd'. Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift 1920:2, p. 8ff.; the abortion question has 
also been dealt with by Swärd, Stefan (1984) Varför Sverige fick fri abort—Ett studium av en 
policyprocess. Stockholm University: Stockholm. 
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We believe that all these factors taken together—the historical continu-
ity of female independence, the social behaviour of women which showed 
itself in new demographic patterns and sexual habits and a changing la-
bour märket—form the basis of the politicisation of the vision of gender 
equality in the sixties and seventies. It was, of course, helped along by the 
general radicalisation of the rest of society. But for an institutionalisation 
of the vision to take place, it was required that certain agents—or in 
Kingdons words, policy entrepreneurs—with contacts with the state 
authority formulate the problems and that a policy window' be opened so 
that the agents could come together and put these issues on the agenda. 
We believe that this 'window' took the form of the economic boom in the 
early years of the sixties and the need for manpower in industry. And there 
were plenty of females (and males) with visions about womens equality, 
ready to act in formulating discourses about gender roles and about equal
ity between the sexes. We shall place them at the base of the Swedish po-
litical culture—a political alliance between those in the labour märket, the 
bureaucracy, the organizations and the state. These activators managed to 
find a language which suited the times and to create linguistic situations in 
areas where people from different sectors of society could interact. It made 
a favourable impression on people from the media and other intellectual 
groups and with a little help from the media the ball soon started rolling. 
The equality-people could now get going. 

This language included certain recurring prestige words—long-term 
commissions and industrial growth, the labour märket, gender roles, 
equality, development, gender equality, welfare, and the good of the child. 
Much was said about children. These are the titles of some government 
investigations in one single year—1975: 

Childrens social environment 
Society and childrens development 
Childrens health 
Childrens upbringing and development 
Pre-school, school and leisure time 
The economy of households with children 
Children and their physical environment 
Children and their parents' work 
Childrens culture 
Childrens environment and the national public economy 
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Child-minding in a historical perspective 
A political science analysis of childrens political resources 
Cooperation in the child-care system 
Childrens summer activities 
Shortened hours of work for the parents of small children 

The year 1975 stånds out as the peak of the childrens century—at least 
as far as the intentions of the state authority were concerned! Every con-

ceivable aspect of childrens existence was investigated and the political 

parties had different opinions about what was best for the family, but even 

so, as Jonas Hinnfors has shown in his thesis, they were successful in find-

ing a sort of political consensus that made political decisions possible.33 

What then was the nature of the visions about the parents of the children 

and about their relations—how would they become good parents and 
wage-earners? It is an interesting coincidence that the focus was on the 

welfare of the children at the same time as the women were expected to 

loosen their ties with the family. This can be interpreted to mean that the 

equality of women could not be accomplished until the well-being of the 

child was first taken into account. 

The visions of the sex roles and gender equality 

In this section we will try to trace some major figures and their various vi

sions. We argue that different groupings and associations gave different 

meanings to concepts like equality and gender equality but that the reason 
they could agree was that these differences of opinion could be masked 

and bridged in practice in a joint discourse where different categories and 

extremes could be accommodated—members of the Liberal Party and So

cial Democrats, women and men, liberal feminists and radical feminists. 

The different groups had different goals, each with its vision of what 
would happen in the end, but the differences did not need to block the 

possibility of negotiation. There was a common direction. Here we would 

especially emphasize that the female promoters of the equality issue often 

cooperated over party lines and with men. It was a vital strategy for the fe-

33 Hinnfors, Jonas (1993) Familjepolitik. Samhällsförändringar och partistrategier 1960-

1990. Almqvist & Wiksell International: Gothenborg University. 
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male actors in the civil service or politics to find support for their decisions 

among men with power and influence. The attitude seems to have been 

the same in all the committees and coordination groups we have come 

into contact with. It was not possible to make progress without male sup

port—which indicates that women negotiated from an inferior position. 

This is how Britt-Marie Lepp, formerly a civil servant at the National 

Swedish Labour Märket Board, describes how she and her superior, Inge

gerd Jönsson, used to work: 

We avoided feminist concepts, we didnt want to get caught in that trap 
but, who knows, we may have been feminists after all...We were called the 
'suffragettes on the 4th floor. But for us who worked in the 'Detail' (The 
Detail for activating female labour) it wasn't a question of the struggle for 
womens rights in the ordinary sense but of a struggle for jobs that needed 
to be done and that women wanted. When Ingeborg walked in the corri-
dors the male civil servants said: 'Remember not to promise anything'— 
because she was phenomenal when it came to making people accept and 
adopt her ideas...She was inspired...She found support for all her proposi
tions—especially with Bertil Ohlsson, the Director-General of the Na
tional Swedish Labour Märket Board, who was a feudal lord ruling over 
his realm. If Ingeborg didnt win strong support for a decision among all 
those who might be against it, she didnt want to proceed—a commend-
able strategy—otherwise we wouldnt have got anywhere.34 

What was new about the discourse of the sixties about gender roles and, 

låter on, equality was the view that womens subordinate position in work-

ing life and in society was the result not so much of biological functions 

and sexuality than of cultural constructions—roles, prejudices, and con
cepts. The behaviours of the sexes were roles that could be dispensed with. 

The goal of the new vision was to create a policy that would abolish the 
socially created differences between the sexes, a vision which was to be-

come a teaching experience for both women and men. A man must be 

given the right to be a good parent on the same premises as a woman. A 

woman must be given the right to renounce her caring duties for work 

outside the home and for a career. Or rather, all should be able to be one 

and the other—be able to combine work and family—that was the ideal. It 

was gainful employment for women that would change everything—that 

34 Interview with Britt-Marie Lepp 12/111997. 
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is where the focus would be. 'Work' or 'womens gainful employment' be-

came a metaphor with great symbolic force. It became a political lodestar 

and people mostly pretended that 'work' was gender neutral even if, in re-

ality, all knew that it meant different things for men and for women. 

Where and when, then, did the discourse first arise concerning the equal 

rights of the sexes and responsibilities to work and family? 

The origin of the demand for a change of the prevailing gender contract 

must be sought in the practice and experience of the women who had al-

ready entered working life as workers or salaried employees even during 

the decades before the sixties. Even if these women formed a heterogene-

ous group with great variations in class background and age there are early 

signs that it was precisely professional women who were the first to take up 

the subject of womens rights and work. From a questionnaire conducted 
by the Housewives' Association in 1937 it emerged clearly that for the most 

part housewives who had worked before getting married also wished to 

maintain contact with working life for the express purpose of being able to 

return to it when the children had grown up.35 In Stockholm more than 37 

per cent of the married women worked outside the home as early as 1933. 

The conditions of the labour märket during World War II gave addi-

tional support to the growing tendency of women to take gainful employ

ment.36 During the war women also gained increased access to areas of 

employment which traditionally had been dominated by men. A great 

number of women also managed to keep in contact with the labour märket 

in the postwar period, but the majority of married women nevertheless 
stayed at home and were housewives towards the end of the forties and the 

whole of the fifties. Swedish women had internalised the dual roles at an 

early stage—they were both mothers and workers. Hirdmans character-

ization of this period as the period of the housewifes contract' is very 

much to the point. There is a great amount of source material from this 

period showing that it was precisely the housewife who was both the ideal 

and the reality in the Swedish average marriage. The statistics in figure 4 

show us a picture of the situation. 

35 Svenska Dagbladet 31/4 1937. 
36 Wikander, Ulla (1992) 'Kvinnor, krig och industriell rationalisering.' I: Kvinnohistoria 

från antiken till våra dagar. Utbildningsradion: Stockholm, pp. 188-202. 
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GIFTA KVINNOR PÅ ARBETSMARKNADEN 1952 

Figure 4 Married women in different age groups in the labour märket in 1952. (Married 1-3, 
15-18 years without children, with one child and with two children). 

Source: När, var, hur.1953. 

It can be seen from the diagram that the number of women in gainful 

employment at the beginning of the fifties was still relatively low. The 

welfare state policies of the forties had considerably eased the situation of 

women and given them new responsibility in the family but at the same 

time it Consolidated the ideal of the traditional family. According to Klas 

Amark this development was in complete accordance with the policy of 

Gustaf Möller, the Minister of Health and Social Affairs. Möller wished 

to establish the welfare policies on the principle of allowances with a male 

bread-winner and a woman working in the home, but the great Social 

Welfare Committee and LO wished to steer towards a social policy based 
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on wage earnings.37 The more a person earned, the more that person re-

ceived in benefits. This line won, and in all probability acted as an incite-

ment to women to enter the labour märket. However, cracks in the por-

trait of the idealised housewife became visible during these decades. Ac-

cording to a Gallup Poll which the Social Democratic Womens Associa

tion had carried out in 1953 it emerged that while 61% of women working 

at home stated that they were not happy with one or several jobs in the 

household, 63% of those in gainful employment reported that they were 

happy with their work.38 To be an employed woman did not entail any 

stigma. And we can see from figure 4 that younger married women with 

small children had begun working on a large scale as early as 1952. A pro

cess had already started in the younger generation in the fifties which then 

accelerated in the sixties and seventies. By then over half a million women 
went out in the labour märket.39 

The vision of equality between the sexes was accordingly focussed espe-

cially on work, and the great breakthrough of the sixties for a change in 

the position of women emerged from the inner core of labour märket pol-

itics — the trade unions, business and the parties in the labour märket. It 

was this milieu that was the forcing ground for the spreading of idea about 

women and gainful employment and so, indirectly, for a new family policy 

and equality policy. The National Board of Labour—AMS—became, as 

we shall see, an important administratör and source of inspiration for an 

expansion of the female labour märket and with its large resources AMS 

also became an important producer of ideology in the process of convert-

ing housewives into wage-earners. 

In the following we shall also maintain that in addition to the signifi-

cance of the structural explanations there were also important changes in 

the power structure of the contemporary figures involved. Here we shall 

primarily deal with the work of organization carried out in connection 

37 Cp. Klas Amarks coming research report on welfare policies in the project 

Välfärdsstat i brytningstid'. The questions taken up in the Social Democratic Womens As

sociation during these years dealt almost exclusively with family questions. Cp. Karlsson 

(1996) p. 32. 
38 Karlsson, Gunnel (1996) p. 230. 
39 Axelsson, Christina (1992) Hemmafrun som försvann. Övergången till lönearbete bland gifta 

kvinnor i Sverige 1968-1981. Institutet för social forskning: Stockholm University, nr 21, p. 15. 
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with the parties in the labour märket, in particular SAF, LO and TCO40 

during the postwar period. The demands on society made by, for example, 
LO women to balance the equation of work and family life has undoubt-
edly been undervalued in earlier research. It is here that the new research 
of Yvonne Hirdman and Ylva Waldemarsson on LO's female politics has 
contributed important knowledge about womens participation or lack of 
participation in the largest of the union organizations, LO.41 The increase 
in gainfixl employment had the effect of making visible deficiencies 
present in the freedom of choice of these women. Discussions, however, 
on the question of equality of wages led not only to an agreement between 
LO and SAF but also to the creation of the so-called Arbetsmarknadens 
kvinnonämnd (AKN, the Labour Märket Womens Committee), special 
womens councils within LO and TCO, as well as female union ombud
spersons. The activities which developed in LO:s kvinnoråd (LO's 
Womens Council) and in hundreds of womens committees throughout 
the country were to become important forums for discussions, for the rais-
ing of awareness and for decision-making among primarily working 
women and men, even if the difficulties faced by women in realizing their 
visions were obvious in the male-run LO. 

Behind AKN stood SAF, LO, and TCO. The Womens Committee 
can be seen as an example of cooperation between the parties involved re-
flecting the spirit of Saltsjöbaden, consensus. Relatively large economic 
resources could be used rather freely for educational and propaganda pur
poses in connection with female gainful employment. The demands to be 
made on society were to be concentrated on social services (the extension 
of child care), education (vocational training for women) or changes in ec
onomic conditions (an upgrading of work traditionally dominated by 
women and individual taxation.42 

No-one was left in doubt as to the goals of AKN. As early as 1952 it was 
explained in a statement that: 

40 Unions of employers, (SAF) workers (LO) and civil servants (TCO). 
41 Hirdmann, Yvonne (1998) Med kluven tunga. LO och genusordningen. Atlas: Stockholm; 

Waldemarson, Ylva (1998) Mjukt tillformen, hårt till innehållet. LO:s kvinnoråd 1947-1967. 

Atlas: Stockholm. 
42 Anna-Lisa Lagby 1960 in Fackföreningsrörelsen, p. 378. Interview with Anna-Lisa 

Lagby 15/4-97, Mats Bergom—Larsson 12/2-98, Gertrud Sigurdsen 3/4-97. 
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... the willingness of women to remain in paid employment throughout 
their lifetime [is] a condition for equality between men and women in 
working life, something which this Committee aims to promote.43 

Family and Working Life was the title of a conference in 1959. A new 

definition of the division of responsibilities in the family was announced; 

it was no longer thought appropriate to talk in terms of womens issues; re-

sponsibility for change lay in both wage-earning and working in the 

home. Co-operation between AKN and Swedish sociologists like Ed

mund Dahlström was being developed.44 Dahlström had for several years 

been engaged on investigations for the SNS, the Centre for Business and 

Policy Studies, a research centre in close contact with SAF, the employers' 

federation. His findings were låter published in the book The Life and 

Work of Women.45 We see here how gender questions were being brought 

into prominence in the realm of public organizations as early as the fifties. 

There was, however, substantial opposition to this development in the 

inner circles of LO. A few centrally placed women, nevertheless, man-

aged, by sustained effort and the building of a tactical network with a few 

positive men, to bring about changes even here. LO's Womens Council 
had been engaged in the question since the beginning of the forties.46 In 

1963 a pamphlet with the title The Day-Care Issue—A Problem of the La-

bour Märket, written by Gunnar Persson, the Chairman of the Social 

Democratic Students' Union, was published under the auspices of LO. 

The author argued for the expansion of day-care centres to meet the needs 

of the labour märket, but it was not until the mid seventies that such a 

scheme got seriously underway. 

Working women, accordingly, had through practical experience become 

conscious of the need to have among other things the support of the state 

as a condition for removing obstacles to the participation of women in the 

43 Kyle, Gunhild (1971) Gästarbeterska i mansamhället. Studier i industriarbetande kvinnors 

vilkor i Sverige. Liber: Stockholm, p. 231. 
44 Fackföreningsrörelsen 1959 II, p. 429. 
45 Kvinnors liv och arbete (1962), Eds.: Edmund Dahlström, Harriet Holter, Stina Thy-

berg. SNS: Stockholn, 
46 Kyle, Gunhild (1979), p. 231. Interview Lagby 15/4-97 and Sigurdsen 3/4-97; on the 

day-care issue and LO, see Hirdman (1998), pp. 253-258. On LO's Womens Council, see 

Waldermarsson (1998). 
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labour märket.47 However, political support for these ideas was not imme-
diately forthcoming, in addition to the fact, already mentioned, that back-
ing from LO centrally was still far too weak. Nevertheless, it had been no-
ticed even earlier within the Social Democratic Party that the Party's links 
with women employed in the professions were weak. Vague attempts were 
made to attract this new and interesting group of voters.48 This was to 
take place primarily in competition with the Liberal Party which was first 
to give prominence to women during the election campaign of 1960.49 

In an article in Tiden, Ulla Lindström, the Social Democratic Minister, 
used metaphors based on spring-cleaning in connection with the question 
of gender equality in the sixties. The parties, she says, are letting in a 
breath of fresh air and cleaning up their programmes before an important 
election and in the process are discovering women.50 Ulla Lindström had 
detected which way the wind was blowing. The goal of equality between 
women and men in working life and in the home was to be found in the 
Social Democratic programme from the 1960S onwards.51 But the solution 
found in the Party programme to the conflict between employment and 
work in the home was rather rationalizations within the home than in-
creased participation on the part of men.52 There existed, however, inbuilt 
conflicts within the top levels of the Social Democratic Party, between on 
the one hand a political establishment strongly coloured by male academ-
ics married to working wives—Erlander, Wigforss, Myrdal, Palme and on 
the other side trade union leaders representing a more traditional view of 
women.53 

Under the leadership of Inga Thorsson, Chairwoman of the Social 
Democratic Womens Union, however, representatives of LO women and 

47 Kyle (1979), p. 195, noted that the word equality did not appear in the pamphlet. 
48 Svensson, Torsten (1994) Socialdemokratins dominans. En studie av den svenska socialde

mokratins partistrategi. Almquist&Wiksell: Stockholm. 
49 Drangel, Louise (1984) 'Folkpartiet och jämställdhetsfrågan' in Liberal ideologi och poli

tik 1934-1984, Folk och samhälle:Stockholm, pp. 390-392 and 421. 
50 Lindström, Ulla (1960) Tiden, nr 4, p. 205. 
51 Ohlander (1989) 'Det osynliga barnet. Kampen om den socialdemokratiska 

familjepolitiken' in Socialdemokratins samhälle. Tiden: Stockholm, p. 187. 
52 Ohlander (1989), p. 183 
53 Kullenberg (1996), p. 163, Interview Sigurdsen 3/4-97. Cf. the divided attitude of the 

Liberal Party in Drangel (1984), p. 357. 
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the womens and students' unions tried to arouse the interest of the 

Party's executive body in those questions neglected by the Party which 

were of "great human interest", questions, they claimed, which could 

even be taken up in an election campaign. Women had the impression 

that they were meeting party leaders who were trying to listen to them 

even if party politics was still dominated by a mans and a womans side, 

to cite Ulla Lindström.54 It is clear that attention was also given to the 

competition from the Liberal Party in the matter of a possible increase in 

the number of female voters.55 One result of the meeting was the forma
tion of a study group, the so-called Womens Committee which was given a 

certain freedom of action. This committee included representatives in fa-

vour of a radical equality policy ( Inga Thorsson, Maj-Britt Sandlund, 

Sigrid Ekendahl, Rudolf Meidner, Per Holmberg) as well as a minority 
of more cautious party tacticians (Tage Erlander and Nancy Eriksson).56 

In addition, in 1961 a number of prominent Social Democratic women is-

sued as part of the debate a provocative book entitled Tio kvinnor tycker 

('The Thoughts of Ten Women').57 In this work different voices and 

mixed viewpoints were presented; it is difficult to make out a unanimous 

party line. 

Nor could middle-class women any longer count on being able to em-

ploy a housemaid or have a girl to look after the children so as to reconcile 

the demands of a domestic and working life. Even here new ideological or 

practical solutions to the problem were being sought. Support from TCO 

for the demands being made for working women remained, however, 

weak a for long time.58 

The people who championed the visions of a more equal society were 
also to be found among a young generation of academics with liberal or 

socialistic dreams. In the ideology of socialism and in the heritage from 

54 Lindström, Ulla (1970) Och Regeringen satt kvar! Ur min politiska dagbok, Bonniers: 
Stockholm, p. 30. 

55 Karlsson (1996), p. 169 ff. 
56 Interviews with Maj-Britt Sandlund 10/4-97 anc^ Anne-Marie Lundgren 11/5-97. 
57 Tio kvinnor tycker. (1961) Lisa Mattson et al. Tidens förlag: Stockholm. 
58 Irlinger, Irma (1990) TCO och kvinnorna Tidsperioden 1944-1974-, Ekonomisk historia: 

Uppsala University; Nilsson, Bengt (1996) Kvinnor i statens tjänst—från biträden till 
tjänstemän, Studia Historica Upsaliensis, nr 179, p. 275 ff. Interview Britt Marie Bystedt 3/4-98. 
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Engels and utopian socialism the oppressed housewife could achieve 

equality through paid work. Intellectual Social Democrats, who backed 
the idea of social engineering and believed in the role that the modernized 
home could play, explored the possibility of a more balanced, comradely 
relationship between married couples and they demanded a change of at-
titude from the men. They were to play a more active part in family life. 
Optimistic visions of a new', more harmonious family were presented by, 
among others, Alva and Gunnar Myrdal in Kris i befolkningsfrågan ('Crisis 
in the Population Question') as early as the thirties. The home would no 
longer remain as before only a female domain or a male resting-place. In 
this synopsis of the future each adult would in principle be self-support-
ing. Men and women would work side by side and neither had power over 
the other. The upbringing of children in its new form would make no dis-
tinction between male and female tasks. Public education, propaganda in 
the idiom of the time, should have put an end to the myths of male super-
iority and of their special duties as providers. 

Criticism of the roles adopted in the contemporary family was sharp 
among the visionaries of the thirties. At the same time it was noted that 
the narrowed role of the woman created with the coming of industrial
ism was in the historical perspective only incidental. A key-roll was as-
signed to professionally led and pedagogically skilled child care. It was 
not just to be a parking-place' for the children of employed working-
class families, but open to children from all classes. These ideas on the 
so-called day nursery schools, which were to be free of the spirit of an 
institution, were long before their time and were to slumber for more 
than 20 years.59 

The arguments concerning equality returned, however, as a theme in 
the fifties in, among other works, Alva Myrdals and Viola Kleins Kvin
nans två roller ('Womens Two Roles'), published in 1957. This book, which 
received much international attention, made the cautious suggestion that 
it would be practically possible to return to work after a period at home in 
connection with the birth of a child. It did not go so far, however, as to 
dare seriously to question the double role model or demand a change in 

59 Hirdman (1989), p. 50, 107; Myrdal, Alva & Gunnar (1934) Kris i befolkningsfrågan. 

Bonniers: Stockholm, pp. 286-325. 
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the mans role. Mothers should have the right to return to working life 

when the child was bigger. Here there was talk of "the womans natural 

life-rhythm".60 

The liberals also sought aid from the classic ideologists. The individual

ism of Mills, for example, was central to some intellectuals. Inspiration 

was also derived from the U.N. Declaration of Human Rights ratified as 

early as 1946. The condition was equal pay for equal work, equal opportu-

nities for education, the same taxation regulations. The journalist Eva 
Moberg received great acclaim from the media for her attack on all forms 
of discrimination between the sexes where children were used as an alibi. 

Her article, Kvinnans villkorliga frigivning ('The Conditional Liberation 

of Women'), attracted enormous attention. The double roles of women 

and the housewife ideal were sharply called in question; the latter could be 
compared to prostitution. The demand for individual freedom was given 

first place. The cure, according to Moberg, was a demand for inputs from 

society, above all in the form of education, the creation of a child allow-

ance fund and the building of nurseries. Her contribution to the debate 

was widely discussed, not least for the suggestions that many women had 

a greater responsibility for the maintenance of a male society than some 
men.61 In her next book Kvinnor och människor ('Women and People'), 

1962, Moberg was even more explicit as to what she wished to change: the 
role of men must be reassessed before women could become human 

beings: 

The fiilfilment of the goals of feminism requires a radical change of the 
habits of living, attitudes and values of the average man ...The goal then is 
that women shall have the same opportunities for free personal develop-
ment as men, that she shall have a great share in public life and greater re
sponsibility, that she shall have the opportunity both to practise a profes
sion and have a home and children, that she shall be an independent and 
responsible person. But it is not enough to persuade women to go in this di-
rection and try to remove external obstacles A prerequisite is that men ac-
cept this project whole-heartedly and that they meet the women half-way.62 

60 Myrdal, Alva &c Klein, Viola (1957) Kvinnans två roller. Tiden: Stockholm. 
61 Moberg (1961) 'Kvinnans villkorliga frigivning'. In: Unga liberaler.Nio inlägg i 

idédebatten, ed. by Hans Hederberg. Bonniers: Stockholm. 
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After having published these books Eva Moberg wrote a series of arti

des in the sixties in the journal Idun/Veckojournalen. These artides were 

felt by many to be very provocative but at the same time they initiated a 

debate among ordinary people about gender roles and about what could 

and could not be changed. Other media followed suit. The gender-role is-

sues had in Eva Moberg found an interpreter who could popularise them 

and make them more incisive so that they spread like wildfire through the 

press and different radical groups. 

Tony Elgenstierna has shown in an artide that the discourse about gen

der roles that was first formulated by young researchers and was then 

taken up by cultural workers and journalists had an enormous impact on 

new attitudes to male and female behaviour in the sixties and seventies.63 

New interesting phenomena emerged in the wake of the debate on gender 

roles: the new paternal role symbolised by the 'velour daddy' and a male 

movement finding its ideals and patterns in feminist leftism. Other phe

nomena were the unisex fashion with an androgynous feature—jeans be-

came the universal garment, the boys had long hair and dressed in velvet 

coats and lace shirts and girls had short hair and wore Twiggy outfits. 

Within the field of childrens culture, books and TV-programmes were 

launched which had reversed gender roles, while womens culture festivals 

tried to upgrade womens experiences. 

In the demand for a radical change in the gender roles, a certain 

amount of sympathy could be expected from the younger generation of 

liberals, but hardly from the older generations.64 The same generation 

patterns could be detected in the heated debate on sexuality during the 

first half of the sixties where several young liberals took a leading part. As 

Lena Lennerhed points out in her doctoral thesis, this debate, however, 

was increasingly dominated by males. Few women or womens organisa

tions took up the issue of sexual emancipation in the sixties. For those in-

volved in the gender debate it seems to have been an important strategic 

choice. The debates on equality and sexuality were clearly to be kept 

63 Elgenstierna, Tony (1997) 'Könsrolldebatten och dess aktörer i Sverige på 1960-talet'. 
Unpublished C-essay: Stockholm University. 

64 Fredriksson, Gunnar (1965) in 'Könsroller. Debatt om jämställdhet. Ed. Ingrid Fre

driksson. Studentföreningen Verdandi: Prisma. See also Hinnfors (1992), p. 103. 
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apart, otherwise the older people in the parties and organizations would 
be alienated.65 

A reading of the social democratic magazine Tiden, dominated by the 
above-mentioned generation of young intellectuals, reveals how the equal-
ity issue developed from a rather generalized vision and formulations of 
problems to strategies and concrete proposals for action. A leading article 
in 1960 proposes that a womans paid employment is her main role. To 
break the vicious circle an increase of day nurseries is an urgent necessity.66 

Ingrid Fredriksson makes the point that society ought not to follow the 
path of compulsion in order to achieve equality, but that there was no rea
son on this account to prioritize the present order. The strategy should be 
to investigate each area one after the other through present and future 
committees of enquiry and discover what needed changing in order to 
benefit women in the fields of taxation, social policies, housing, the labour 
märket and education. Concerning the last mentioned field, she suggests 
that, in the light of her own investigation of gender roles in the schools, 
both boys and girls should receive obligatory instruction in child care and 
work in the household. Moreover, it was necessary to work ideologically 
against a choice of studies based on gender discrimination and seek to in-
fluence advertisers and producers of childrens programmes on radio and 
TV.67 Maj-Britt Sandlund, who would låter have a distinguished career as 
a Civil Servant, states that the connection between goal and means has 
not been grasped by leading politicians. She argues that 

equality will be gained in the fastest, simplest and fairest manner if the 
state realises that working life is what constitutes the most important com-
ponent in the lives of women ... 

For this younger generation of women it is no longer a question of 
women having two roles to choose between—the new thing is that all 
women are to work. From the perspective of her work as a planner, Sand
lund presented a number of concrete proposals for action. In the party 
programme it should written that the state, in line with a radical, socialist 

65 Lennerhed (1994), p. 116. 
66 Tiden nr 4 1960, p. 193. 
67 Fredriksson, Ingrid, Tiden nr 11963 and nr 2 1964, p. 85. 
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viewpoint, must be an agent of considerable weight and transfer tasks 
from individual to social organs of service. The idea of women as reserve 
labour must go. State institutions such as AMS should actively bring it 
about that women by means of further education would be channelled 
into better-paid and more skilled occupations now dominated by men. It 
was important that the measures taken were selective and to begin with 
available only to women. A further condition was that work in the home 
was fully shared. The role of the father would be as important as the role 
of the mother. Men who had become fathers to begin with should by law 
be entitled to one week from work in order to become acquainted with the 
child.68 We note that the idea of a months parental leave for the father ex-
isted long before Bengt Westerbergs reform of the 90S. Sandlund, who 
was låter to make significant contributions to the discussion on individual 
taxation for couples, describes in a subsequent interview her own tactics 
and strategy and those of other feminists in the following way: 

... you learn how the system functions. As a public official you learn how 
to exercise influence within all fields—how to influence an investigation, 
the terms of reference, the members, who should be appointed to the state 
commissions. It was, for example, very important that Rudolf Meidner 
had a place on the Individual Taxation Commission. We knew that there 
we had a supporter of individual taxation. Ingrid Fredriksson, Anita Gra
din and I had lunch with each of the commissioners. 'Do you have a writ-
ten summary' of your ideas?' they would ask. We had, of course. Thats 
how it goes. You learn a technique ... I ... I we were also young and beau-
tiful at that time.69 

In order to be successful in media that were dominated by the middle-
class press, it was necessary to recruit allies. A new generation of liberals, 
social democrats and communists were to form a a common front against 
their respective senior parties. It is against this background that the 
founding of the so-called Group 222 should be seen. This organisation, 
which partly worked in the background—mostly Liberals and Social 
Democrats—was dominated by young intellectuals from different parties; 
sociologists like Annika Baude, Rita Liljeström, Edmund Dahlström, ar-
chitects like Dick Urban Vestbro, Sune and Ingrid Jussil, economists such 

68 Sandlund, May-Britt, Tiden 1963, p. 93 ff. 
69 Interview Sandlund 10/4 1997. 
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as Per Holmberg and Rudolf Meidner, and psychologists such as Irene 

Mattis. But the group also included those who had just started on a polit-

ical career—Maj-Britt Sandlund and Gabriel Romanus as well as more or 

less established journalists like Bo and Marianne Kärre, Gunnar Fredriks

son, and Svante Nycander. For a few years Group 222, meeting every 

month, created a thought-bank where political goals for reaching equality 

between women and men were clearly formulated. Information was gath-

ered by means of inviting lecturers—for example, Olof Palme was there 

and Lisbeth Palme was a more regular member of the group—concrete 

proposals for actions were planned and carried out. 

It is important to point out that from this time onwards the role of the 

journalist changed. His work was professionalized in that the passively re-

porting journalist was transformed into an independent reporter giving his 
own commentaries and becoming a policy-maker in his professional role. 

This had a marked effect in the work of Group 222. Maj-Britt Sandlund 

remembers how they used to work: 

We formed a sort of cabal which met at Annika Baudes house at 222 
Alviksvägen in order to discuss gender roles in society We always had a 
main speaker introducing the theme: people from the press, from the min-
istries and the civil service. On one occasion I talked about individual tax-
ation—that was my subject—we once had a zoologist talking about birds 
because we were often met with the argument that in nature ... you know 
... sexual differences, but the zoologist explained to us that many birds had 
male partners which took care of the baby birds ... I ... I we were very ef-
ficient ... after every meeting we drew up a strategy: you write this letter, 
you take contact with this or that person, you write an article, you ring that 
person, etc. We lobbied—even in Parliament, and we worked together, 
both men and women.70 

In her memoirs The Vision of Gender Equality Annika Baude has 
brought together some of the creators of public opinion in Group 222 in 

order to document the aims of their work in the sixties. The interesting 

thing is that the group, which met regularly in her living room to discuss 

gender equality, also wanted to put it into practice. It is striking how many 

of these persons would låter in life have influential positions in society 

within the fields of politics, media and culture and how they managed to 

70 Interview Sandlund 10/4-1997. 
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win over public opinion. The procedure was astonishingly simple, even if 

it is acknowledged that the involved parties probably had a certain over-

confidence in the power of the individual to change social development: 

Sweden is not a very large country—it does take long to gather the formål 
and informal decision-makers for the most important areas. When we had 
become informed on a major issue—take, for example, joint taxation 
which was for long one of our pet hates- for weeks afterwards the media 
was full of articles, leaders, and contributions on the subject. Simple ques-
tions were asked and contributions were made to the debate in Parliament, 
and the topic was taken up in one radio programme after the other. Edu-
cational associations for adults and political parties arranged debates. The 
issue was put on the agenda with a forcefulness that could not be ig-
nored.71 

Besides influencing the media this informal group was active behind 

the scenes in government institutions, in industry, in education and re-

search and in other organisations. 'You became a walking collection of ar

guments for changed gender roles', says one of its members. 

Annika Baude maintains that the ideas of Group 222 had already been 

manifested in various publications and programmes—this group did not 

itself create new ideologies, for the foundations had already been laid in 

the current books, party programmes and research. It was from these that 

the members of the group drew inspiration and knowledge.72 The ideo-

logical discourse and knowledge was already there waiting to be intro-
duced to the public, and the members of this group contributed to spread-

ing them and affecting the climate of debate. 
An important forum where academics could exert a decisive influence 

had to do with various types of investigatory work. One of the most sig-

nificant examples of this was the book Kvinnors liv och arbete ('Womens 

Life and Work'). It was found better to use here the phrase gender role' 

rather than 'womens questions', when it was shown that basically it was 

not only a question that concerned women but the oppression of individ-

uals of both sexes. Gender roles did not refer to the biological difference as 

71 Boéthius, Monica (1992) 'När en studiegrupp blev samhällsfrågor. Om en studiegrupp 
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such, but to the social consequences of 'human babies being divided into 

two groups according to sex'.73 This book was financed by the SNS and 

the Association of Adult Studies 'Industry and Society', and had a major 

political impact.74 Here it was stated in black and white that women were 

needed on the labour märket and that they were as suitable as man for all 

kinds of work. According to Edmund Dahlström who was leader of the 

project it was the radical gender-role ideology whose time had come Since 

this book was written by researchers, among them the Norwegian sociol-

ogist, Harriet Holter, it gained extra weight and became a weapon in the 

hands of the supporters of equality both as a dictionary and as a kind of 

bible that could be used to crush ones opponents.'75 In the beginning the 

authors had worried about being overshadowed by the so-called 'vulgär 

debate' which had taken place in connection with Mobergs contribution 
to the discussion. On the contrary, the result was increased attention. The 

book was issued in further editions and was translated into English.76 

When "Lives and Work of Women' was published, it attracted a lot of at

tention. The press conference held to launch the book was covered by the 

daily, weekly and specialist press. As I remember it, every newspaper had 

long artides about the book, based on the SNS's press release or on the in

formation from the Swedish Central News Agency.. The concept of the 

womens issue which was said to be the term used till then to discuss 

women s problems had now been replaced by the concept of gender roles. 

'The question of gender roles embraces the labour märket, industry and 
commerce, taxation and social policy, the life of the family, children, up-

bringing, education and choice of work.77 

The expert leading the project, as mentioned earlier, was the sociologist 

73 Liljeström, Rita (1965) 'Om könsroller' in Könsroller. Debatt om jämställdhet. Ed. Ingrid 

F r e d r i k s s o n ,  V e r d a n d i  D e b a t t :  P r i s m a ,  p .  g f .  
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Edmund Dahlström. He had been a researcher at SNS from the mid fif-
ties and he had participated in different projects on women and the labour 
märket. The book brings out how resources were squandered by not using 
women in paid work—they represented an unexploited national source of 
energy. With this thick volume of 550 pages, the issue of gender roles 
gained intellectual legitimacy and the book provided thorough back-
ground information for use in the debate about men, women and working 
life. Edmund Dahlström and his wife Rita Liljeström became in due 
course important sources of inspiration for research and debate in family 
and equality questions throughout the whole of the sixties and seventies. 

As has emerged in this section, the proponents of gender equality were 
firmly anchored in different sectors of society—in the media, in politics, 
in the Civil Service, in research and in working life. The visions of a new 
gender contract had different implications for different groups, but those 
who were active were to be found in their various places, ready to come on 
stage when the policy-window opened—this occurred with the great de-
mand for workers on the labour märket at the beginning of the sixties. 

The policy window and the AMS 

The role played by AMS in the postwar programme of the Social Demo-
cratic Party is now common knowledge. It was emphasised that in the so
ciety of full employment it was important for individuals, companies and 
the best interests of the public to make use of all available work resources. 
The active labour märket policy should be the spearhead and great efforts 
were made to professionalize' the labour märket. It was a question of sur-
veying and grasping its development, to regulate and guide it according to 
scientific methods. The central ideologists and social engineers were, 
among others, the LO economists Gösta Rehn and Rudolf Meidner. The 
director-general of AMS, Bertil Olsson, was the one who in practice was 
to realize the ideas. For some time he had close contacts with the govern-
ment and he was allowed to depart from established practice when he saw 
fit. He could act more independently by virtue of the fact that because of 
his contacts with Gunnar Sträng, the Minister of Finance, he could avoid 
being given many allocations of money for strictly regulated purposes and 
instead receive a lump sum of his own which he could use as he wished. 
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He was regarded by many as dynamic and authoritarian but also as antibu-

reaucratic and he had the advantage that he could also count on support 

from conservative politicians.78 Under the management of Olsson the 

AMS became, as we shall see, the spider in the web of a policy where sev-

eral components were faced each other in an unholy alliance. In this report 

we are particularly interested in his political work in connection with the 

womens issue. 

The extensive material in the archives of the AMS dealing with the 

womens issue and the labour märket provide a good insight into how a 

state bureaucratic organisation contributes to the gender construction of a 

society. Political control was exercised directly from the bureaucracy over 

practical work. In this material we also come into contact with the forms 

governing the way in which the work of forwarding political ideas took 
place—in the Swedish political climate it was cooperation and committees 

made up of different parties in the labour märket and traditional political 

channels that mattered. Swedish administrative tradition and political 

culture favoured those committees and groups that worked beyond inter-

est and party boundaries. 

The efforts to attract women to the labour märket were based on a fore-

seen upward economic trend, manpower shortage and the economic inter

ests of the employers. To this must be added the womens own desire for 

work outside the home and an active and expansive family policy so that 

womens gainful employment could be realized without jeopardising the 
nuclear family. In addition, within and outside the AMS there were also 

the gender equality activists with an ideological awareness who saw to it 

that the opened policy window' described earlier was vigorously exploited. 

AMS recruited other types of public officials than those in the old gov-

ernment agencies. Here 'men and women of practical life' were given pri-

ority and the goal of the new civil service department was to achieve bet-

ter coordination between leadership and those who were to implement the 
decisions in practical life. The significance of this recruitment policy of 

the AMS has been investigated by, for example, the political scientist Bo 

78 Leimar, Tord (1988) Återblick: Några hågkomster från Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsens historia. 
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Rothstein. According to this researcher this department became a much 

more successful medium for the implementation of government policy 

than other departments, where traditional structures made it possible for 

individual officials to even actively go against planned policy.79 

A large number of new problems were quickly appeared on the agenda 

of the newly established civil service department.80 One problem was that 

the changed demographic structure and the growing number of old peo-

ple in the Western World was noticed soon after the end of the second 

world war. Statistics showed that people's span of life increased along with 

a tendency to a rising cost of living. In particular, the situation of women 

, who dominated in the above mentioned group, was to be the subject of 

serious discussions in, above all, the US and England and this resulted in 

research and reports. At the same time industrialised countries suffered 
from a marked shortage of manpower. The solution was seen in the new 

policies of recruiting older people and women. (In the terminology of the 

time the notion 'older applied to what today we would call the middle-

aged). Older people ought to be able to work longer and women should 

also be able to work when their children no longer needed so much care in 

the home. It therefore became important to upgrade the status of the 

older working force and of women. It was especially the countries in-

volved in the world war which had experience of the increased use of 

women within several sectors. Even housewives could now be used in 

gainful employment.81 

Of special importance in this connection was the investigation concern-

ing women and the labour märket, which resulted in the formation of The 
Labour Märket Womeris Committee in 1951. Reports from ILO and resolu

tions from the first half of the fifties established that a growing number of 

older people and women were in need of work while an increase of light 

jobs requiring less muscular strength was expected in the new service soci-

ety. Along with this, it was also foreseen that there would be a gradual dis-

appearance of the traditional division of labour between men and 

79 Rothstein, Bo (1992) Den korporativa staten. Intresseorganisationer och statsförvaltning i 
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women—especially in countries with a shortage of manpower.82 The situ

ation of single mothers and their chances of getting a job were also came 

under scrutiny. Ulla Lindström raised the issue in the Swedish Parliament 

and the situation was found to be precarious. Mothers should not really 

need social care, but usually they were not able to arrange child care in 

order to be able to work. The prejudices of their surroundings were also 

seen as a problem as was the fact that women were not aware of the help 

they could get from AMS.83 We note that AMS was also expected to take 

on responsibility for social matters. A demand also arose that the womens 

organisations should offer courses on how to apply for a job, on the pat-

tern of the Fredrika Bremer Association.84 

The AMS officials thus saw their task as creating packages of practical 

measures and building a public opinion that would change womens atti-
tudes to paid work. How could cooperation be established between 

womens organisations, individual officials and politicians? We can study 

how public opinion was formed by means of the information and publicity 

distributed to the media. AMS was well ahead of its time where modern 

marketing was concerned and, according to Bertil Olsson, it was the first 

government agency to use the media for the formation of its own policy. 

Artides were published about womens work, rehabilitation and about the 

problems of single mothers, considered to be one of the most pressing 

problems of the time. The impossibility of ignoring the changes in the 

82 In Labour Review vol. LX No 6 June-51. Report from the ILO session in May, 1955. 
Questions concerning provisions for elderly women had already been raised to a limited de-
gree before the War by various womens organizations as, for example, the Fredrika Bremer 

Association, which through its own channels attempted to take up concrete problems of im-

portance for widows and single women. Questions to do with pensions, insurance and finally 

employment had been raised to a higher level through contacts with womens organizations, 

parliament and those responsible for labour märket policies. One result of this effort was an 

enquiry of 1949, based on a presentation of the Widows' Pension Committee, with the task 
of investigating so-called work-handicapped women. Included among such were single 

women whether married, separated or widows. The above questions were extended a bit 
more when 1955 the National Board of Health and Welfare was given the task by the King of 
making a statistical investigation of the social and economic conditions and problems of un-

married mothers. 
83 Stockholms-Tidningen 11/6 1957. 
84 Hälsingekuriren 21/8-58. 
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structure of society was especially pointed out.85 Foreign models were cop-
ied and much inspiration still came from the US.86 AMS had American 
and English artides and brochures were translated, and their contents 
were published in Swedish newspapers. 

In 1957 AMS had received from Parliament more money for the educa-
tion and retraining of the labour force. Only a small amount of this money 
had been spent on women. Now, however, it was calculated that a new 
folder which had been issued by The Joint Association of Professional 
Women, The Swedish Housewives Association and AMS would lead to 
increased pressure from women in general to share in the promised grant. 
The brochure was to be printed in large editions and distributed to re
gional employment committees and job centres. At the regional and local 
levels the committees were recommended to contact the Press for the pur
pose of providing information about the grant.87 We can note that much 
of the operation aimed at creating good contacts with the Press and radio 
in order to märket the ideas. 

Official statements from employers also stressed, as mentioned, the im-
portance of doing everything to activate the valuable labour reserve consti-
tuted by women. It was no longer so much a question of the older work 
force—rather quickly the focus was placed on women'. What would be 
the advantages for the women who dared to enter the labour märket? 
Work-mates, an income of their own and the feeling that they were 
needed were stressed as the foremost benefits.88 We can see therefore that 
as early as the fifties different organisations and individuals both within 
and outside the state display high activity in the matter of women in paid 
work. As a sign of this we can also note the publicity meeting held in 
Stockholms Concert House in April, 1958. 

Even the layout of the programme is worth studying. The artist Ann-
Margret Dahlqvist-Ljungberg has a wreath of flowers on the front page 
surrounding a text of the old suffragette Lydia Wahlström: 

85 Folksam. 9/10 1953, DN 20/9 1953. 
86 Interview Bertil Olsson 17/2-98. 
87 AMS Archives. Brochure Förmedlingsbyrån. 
88 Sydsvenska Dagbladet 22/5-57. See also Morgonbladet 21/5-57 and Morgon-Tidningen 

22/9-57. 
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What we have won is quite clear, but we fear how easily it can be lost. If 
democracy in its outer and inner meaning is defeated, the value of the 
human being sinks but deepest sinks the value of the woman. 

Under the text an alarm-clock has been drawn, a well-known battle-

symbol renewed by Elin Wägner. The back of the programme is equally 

instructive. In a heart-shaped landscape representing both agriculture and 

industry a woman and a man grip each other by the hand, seemingly mak-

ing a new contract for the future against the background of a rising sun.89 

At the beginning of the sixties there was a new dynamic in the field of 

labour märket training. A very wide programme of professional training 

for women was started. The courses which were organized had at first 

been created in accordance with the direct needs of the märket, above all 
within the care sector but låter it was incorporated into the regular teach-
ing of practical courses in the secondary schools. In 1961 AMS adopted an 
extensive programme of activities for women. In connection with it there 

was created within the employment agency the so-called "The Detail for 

the Activation of certain Labour Resources and Agency for Nursing 

Staff". To this department were recruited a very enterprising, purposeful 

and inspiring figure who had long worked on the question of women and 

the labour märket: Ingeborg Jönsson. She came from a provincial working 
committee and had there come across the problem of Womens limited 

choice of work and opportunities in reality: 

Ingeborg was a work addict who couldnt drag herself away from work, and 
every weekend she lugged home large briefcases full of tasks which she 
worked on through half the night. On weekday evenings she usually sat at 
work and of course I also then had to work overtime ... my poor husband 
... he had to come and fetch me late in the evenings and sometimes his 
eyes were red with anger. I wasnt plucky enough to say no. But Ingeborg 
was a forerunner and pioneer for womens employment and she had a rare 
gift of getting her own way. I was extremely fascinated by her. But she 
didnt make it easy for competitors, and so there was a lot of tension in the 
air around her ... She is an unknown figure in the womens question and 
has not received the credit which she deserves. She ought to have been 
given a major post as boss.90 

89 AMS Archives. Förmedlingsbyrån. Brochure for the meeting. 
90 Interview with Britt-Marie Lepp 12/1111997. 
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The creation of this unit should be seen as part of the attempt to meet 

the crisis which had arisen in connection with a shortage, among other 

things, of nurses. A big effort was invested in winning married nurses back 

to their jobs and starter-courses, as they were called, were arranged so that 

they would able to start again. At the 'Detail' and above all at AMS there 

arrived over the years a number of energetic and alert women and their ef-

forts to change attitudes to women working for a living were considerable. 

Gun Kuylenstierna, departmental head of the Employment Guidance 

Unit—the unit which produced material about choosing jobs for the 

schools—asserts that the female public officials at AMS were independent 

professional women who did not run errands for others: 

No-one put pressure on us. This was taken absolutely for granted. That 
women should work was in the air. It was we women at AMS who wanted 
to change and strengthen womens freedom of choice. We wanted to give 
the girls knowledge so that could make an untraditional choice. There was 
much in the papers about gender roles. We who worked with these ques-
tions had an education and realized what it meant to be able to work out-
side the home. No one controlled us in these matters—we wanted to put 
our own ideology into practice. We devoted much time to making the 
school material 'gender neutral' so that girls would understand that they 
could choose among a lot of jobs. The pictures in the material were partic-
ularly important.91 

The operation was to be directed at women and it was a question of 

changing attitudes and roles. The problems were seen as lying in the atti

tudes of employers and husbands but also in the womens own attitudes to 
paid work. Other problems were the close ties of women to their home 

district, their tradition-bound choice of work and their lack of vocational 
training. The solution was considered to be education, in-service training, 

repetition and reactivation courses, introduction courses, starting courses 

and re-schooling. It was also extremely important to create the economic 

conditions through grants and allocations that would persuade married 

women to enter the labour märket.92 Vocational training was the most im

portant thing—on the one hand, AMS developed its own form of labour 

91 Interview with Gun Kuylenstierna 22/10 1997. 
92 Jönsson, Ingeborg (1965) 'Ny på arbetsmarknaden'.P44 ff. in Hemmafru byter yrke? Ed. 

Monica Boéthius. Sveriges Radio: Stockholm. 
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märket training, AMU, and on the other they established close coopera-

tion with other educational institutions. In the first year alone 2,500 

women participated in these basic in-service and retraining courses mainly 

within the traditionally female vocations. But there were also some pio

neers in, for example, engineering. In 1963 the total number of course par-

ticipants was 14,400 and the next year it was 16,000.93 

There were, of course, obstacles to this new labour märket policy which 

aimed at encouraging and recruiting women in numbers never seen be-

fore. The strongest opposition came from the men in LO of which Sigrid 

Ekendahl had long experience, but there were also other structural obsta

cles.94 100,000 women wanted a job, but they did not get a job because 

they lived in the wrong place—where the family lived there was no work. 

Or they might have the wrong education or simply could not get child 
care. Evidently it is not easy to steer a countrys labour force and get sup-
ply and demand for workers to tally at the same time in the same place. 

According to the investigation Labour Märket Information for the Family 

this required greater responsibility on the part of society.95 

One reason that the public child care system had not been developed to 

a greater extent was the negative attitude of prominent social democratic 

women in the National Swedish Board of Health and Welfare to day nur-
series. Göta Rosén preferred family day nurseries whereas other Social 

Democrats preferred institutions in the form of day nurseries.96 The offi-

cials at AMS realised that the problem of child care must be solved if 

women to be able to start working outside the home. AMS accordingly 

started to take an interest in the problem of child care and Bertil Olsson 
and the AMS simply adopted this issue as part of their domain. Gustav 
Persson was recruited from the LO to promote the issue of day nurseries 

93 AMS Archives Förmedlingsbyrån. 
94 Interview Sigursen 3/4-97 and Mats Bergom-Larsson 12/2-98. See also Waldemarsson, 

Ylva (1998) LO's kvinnoråd -'En paradoxal historia om framsteg och motgång. Arbetarhis-

toria 85-86:1998, pp. 54-58. 
95 Labour Märket Information for the Family. 
96 Göta Roséns negative attitude to communal day nurseries was, according to informa

tion received, based on the fact that she had been personally successful in work against crim-

inality among young people where the creation of a home environment and resistance to-
wards "institutional" solutions was important. 
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which meant that it became an issue for the labour märket—an interesting 
manoeuvre revealing the political power of the AMS. As we have already 
mentioned, Persson had at the request of the LO carried out an investiga-
tion where in his own words he was bold enough to demand an increase of 
20,000 extra places in the day nurseries, that is, a doubling of the number 
that then existed. Perssons task was to travel about the provinces speaking 
in favour of this expansion of day nurseries. At the time there were only 
5000 places in the whole country.97 

As part of the campaign to increase the number of women in the labour 
force and remove obstacles to its achievement, AMS welcomed the radio 
series 'The housewife changes jobs?' which had been started on a private 
initiative. The editor Monica Boethius had, according to information in a 
newspaper, got the idea from AMS, but according to herself it was her own 
experiences of being a single mother with three children to look after that 
gave her the idea, together with the ideological inspiration from friends in 
Group 222.98 Within the framework of the Swedish Broadcasting 
Corporations adult education responsibilities, the series was arranged in 
1965 without any protests from the Board. The aim was said to be to help 
those who wanted to enter the labour märket but had not yet dared to take 
this step. When the series was repeated AMS launched a massive publicity 
campaign involving county employment boards, the local press, study cir-
cles, adult educational associations and local employment agencies. 

The booklet for the series 'The housewife changes jobs?' includes 
everything from advice about educational programmes and union rights to 
concrete working schedules and plans for the running of home. Entering 
the labour märket could at the same time be a step towards democracy in 
the family where everyone learned to take responsibility. An important 
part of the series dealt with all forms of grants and allowances—here there 
was money that was earmarked for women—that was the message! How-
ever, the voluntary aspect of it all was emphasised and the texts had a cau-

97 Interview Persson 3/12-97. 
98 Telephone interview with Boethius 24/10 1997. In the social programme, 'Family 

Mirror', låter started by Boethius, much space was given to practical matters concerning the 

equality question, for example, by focussing on the building of day nurseries and individual 
taxation; a full analysis of the series 'The housewife changes jobs?' is in Hirdman (1998), 

pp. 199-237. 
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tious tone—it is housewives 'with flexibility and a sense of humour that 
are needed in working life—and the gender roles would not be basically 
changed. It was a question of a cautious and unbloody revolution. Curt 
Staffan Giesecke, the chairman of the Swedish Employers' Confedera-
tion, preferred married women to immigrants in the labour force: the mar-
ried women had an established infrastructure, they knew the language and 
they were loyal to the employers and their home district. And the question 
in the title of the radio series symbolised free choice. The questions in the 
title of the series meant: Do I dare to do it? Can I do it? What shall I 
choose? Where do I turn? The essays included in the series were written 
by, for example, Ingeborg Jönsson at AMS, Gertrud Sigurdsen of LO, 
Britt-Marie Bystedt of TCO, Majken Melander of the Cooperative 
Union and Wholesale Society and Curt-Steffan Gieseke representing 
SAF and AKN.99 

AMS wanted to continue on the way that had been staked out. The 
'Detail' had already been set up with responsibility for the practical forma
tion of the activity programmes, information and coordination and for 
giving support to the twenty new posts in the county employment boards 
throughout the country. The new officials were, significantly enough, 
called activation inspectors' and they were to be responsible to the em
ployment agencies in the country as a whole and try to influence and re-
train the local employment officers in the issues concerning the work force 
of women. The 'Detail' at the AMS kept track of the operation, took in-
itiatives, gathered comments on proposals and took part in expert groups. 
A number of trips were made, brochures were published and conferences 
were held. According to Ingeborg Jönsson, it was a question of: 

breaking up traditions, eliminating false notions, changing the attitudes of 
employers, school staff and perhaps above all the attitudes of men to 
womens opportunities to choose more freely their education and work. 
Through the investigations of the labour force carried out by the Statistics 
Authorities we know that ... more than 100,000 women can and wish to 
work if only the practical difficulties are removed.100 

99 Hemmafru byter yrke? Fem uppsatser till en radiokurs ('Housewives change jobs? Five es

says for a radio course'). Sveriges Radio: Stockholm 1965. 

io° AMS Archives. Förmedlingsbyrån. Document signed by Ingeborg Jönsson 30/9 1966. 
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The Detail now had a greater staff. In addition to the senior adminis

trative officer Jönsson, the staff included the administrative officers Mar

gareta Låftman, Britt Marie Lepp and Lilly Persson who were responsible 

for nursing staff and the new employees, Gun Lahrm-Persson and Anna-

Greta Leijon. The group was enthusiastic about their assignment. With 

their own experience in different fields as a point of departure, they had 

acquired the motivation for taking part in an emancipating policy. Ac-

cording to many, Bertil Olsson regarded it as his main task to foster this 

group and saw to it that it gained a strong position in the hierarchy 

directly under the Unemployment Agency.101 

Among the staff of the 'Detail' there was a strong awareness that the 

position of women on the labour märket could not be solved only with 

measures concerned with employment but that it was also affected by the 

social structure as a whole. A newly employed official at AMS who came 

directly from student life in Uppsala, someone we encountered at the be-

ginning of this article—Anna-Greta Leijon—demonstrated in a brochure 

that she had been brought up according to the modern paradigm of the 

political women, but had her political roots in the thirties: 

Family policy in particular is dependent on the relations and the division 
of labour between the sexes and the functions of the family. 200,000 chil-
dren have parents working outside the home but there are only 20,000 
places in the day nurseries. This means that there is a great lack of socially 
organized child care and we must remember that the care provided by 
trained people in different kinds of institutions is not a bad alternative to 
the care provided by the mother in the home. In many cases it can be bet-
ter. The educational and social education provided by the institutions are 
difficult to give in the majority of homes. It is not a question of destroying 
marriage and the family nor of depriving the parents of contact with and 
the upbringing of their children.102 

This is a clear reflection of Alva Myrdals ideas. The difference was that 

now there was greater demand and broader acceptance of these ideas and 

political support and resources to put them into practice. A pilot scheme 

was introduced in 1965 in Örebro where single mothers were given voca-

tional training, a place to live and a place in a day nursery. Even a teacher 

101 Interview Leijon 4/4-97, Gun Larhm-Persson 3/12-97 and Kuylenstierna 22/10-97. 
102 AMS Archives. Arbetsförmedlingsbyrån. A-G Leijon draft brochure 22/4 -66. 
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of domestic economy was employed to teach the young mothers to prepare 

nourishing meals. The regional radio service was used to spread informa

tion. We observe here that rationality and long-term planning which 

characterised AMS-culture. 

It also became necessary to increase the number of women in industry. 

The number of women in for example the engineering industry had in-

creased by 48 per cent between 1960 and 1965. It was estimated that there 

were approximately 400,000 women in Sweden without children (or with 

children over 16) who did not have work outside the home. This was a re-

source that had to be used. ... A special edition of Platsjournalen ('Jobs 

Bulletin') on women and jobs in industry argued the view that this large 

reserve must be used and industry was positive to making it easier for the 

women to take this step. The large companies had taken contact with the 
AKN and the employers participated in courses arranged by this organisa
tion throughout the country. They also arranged courses of their own in 

order to entice women to educate themselves.103 The brochure Industry 

and Women gave further reports on the measures, experiences and opinions 

of a limited number of industries. The project Women in the Weekly Press 

presented women in industry. Femina, Damernas Värld, Husmodern, 

Aret Runt, ICAKuriren and Idun-Veckojournalen published reports from 

different parts of the country about women working in factories. Discus-

sions about gender roles took place and, gradually, there appeared 'some-

thing of the atmosphere of missionary work among the journalists'.104 

One of the tasks assigned to the 'Detail' was to start cooperation 

groups. It was a matter of reaching as many people as possible. The aim of 

the new AMS initiative was to reach out to the 30,000 women who, it was 
estimated, would enter the labour märket within the next few years. This 

is how Ingeborg Jönsson describes it: 

We must therefore make every effort to broaden the way to the labour 
märket for those women who for various reasons—lack of information, 
traditional ways of thinking and, perhaps above all, lack of training—are 
unable to do the job that they themselves would like to do and which is 
needed in society. 

103 Platsjournalen 31/1965 and 36/1965. 
104 Plats journalen 2/1965. 
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The changes taking place, it was argued, placed great demands on soci-
ety to take various social measures, among others looking after the chil-
dren. General information was therefore needed about the adjustment of 
the family to the new situation and about ways of breaking with the tradi-
tional division of labour within the family. Men, women and young people 
required information.105 This initiative resulted in the Commission for 
Labour Märket Information to Families, consisting of well-known per
sons from union organisations and industry.106 

Among the goals intended to yield long-term results was the formation 
of a series of seven regional information conferences in 1967-68. Extensive 
preparations were made. An Information Catalogue about Obstacles to 
Womens GainfulEmployment was distributed to the press. A similar infor
mation packagé was produced where teachers and parent-teacher associa
tions were the target groups. In matters concerning career choice contacts 
were made with other government agencies and with the school-textbook 
section of the National Board of Education and the National Swedish Tax 
Board. Advice was also to be given to companies, and the National Swed
ish Institute of Occupational Health was consulted about the adjustment 
of the working environment to women. The question of increased re-
search on the situation of women was raised in this context. The recom-
mended material for further training was their own brochure Facts, Preju-
dices, the Future.1®1 

The conferences on Facts and the Future were perhaps the most impor-
tant effort made for the development of new attitudes to women and 
work. This was a combined venture involving the Karolinska Institute, the 
county employment boards and AKN. The idea was that the representa
tives of the campaign should have personal contact with practically every-

105 AMS Archives. Letter from Ingeborg Jönsson to AKN, LO, TCO, Saco, Arbetars

kyddsstyrelsen, Arbetsmarknadens yrkesråd. 

106 Members of this Commission were Gustav Persson LO, Maj-Britt Carlsson TCO, 

Lars Tobisson SACO, Anna-Lisa Lagby AKN, Ingegärd Örne Arbetsmarknadens yrkesråd, 

as well as Gunvor Kuylenstierna, Ingeborg Jönsson and Sigrid Ekendahl from AMS. The 

last was chairman. 

107 In addition Arkitekten 6/67, Fackföreningsrörelsen 1/66, 19/67, Kynne eller kön by Per 

Holmberg 1966, Kvinnan i Sverige issued by AKN 1967 and for statistical information 

Kvinnligtförvärvsarbete 1-3 SCB 1956-66. 
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body who was somebody in labour märket policy. Six regional conferences 

were planned. The opening speakers were always the county Governor 

and the county Labour Märket Director. The theme was introduced by 

means of a transportable exhibition, 'The Family Reconsiders', where the 

everyday division of work in the home was discussed. These conferences 

were evaluated and carefully documented and can be regarded as a unique 

illustration of the spirit of the times. What was the result of these confer

ences? 

Let us take an example from Gävle where a Facts and Future conference 

was held in March 1968. The turn-out of both men and women from all 

the larger private and public companies and organisations in the region at 

this conference was practically complete. With reference to the then cur-

rent downward economic trend the County Labour Märket Director 
Vidar Forsberg said that owing to reduced production over the last three 

years the employers had not treated women as a reserve force! He also 

challenged those present not to let themselves be affected by temporary 
situations in the labour märket but to strive to take a long-term view. 

Sture Netterstedt of SAF pointed to the increase in the number of women 

in the Iron Works and Fagersta Works in the county. Henrik Hjalmars-

son, Chairman of Korsnäs-Marma with 10 per cent women on its payroll 

could only report positive experiences with female employees. 

Several speakers made a connection between work and home life. Gun

nel Jonäng wanted 'democracy in the marriage' and called for a new basic 

outlook. Hjalmarssons conclusion was that a new division of labour in the 

home was required and that everybody had to work for a new outlook on 

the family and society.108 Hanna Andersson, who in an article has taken a 

closer look at the conferences in other regions as well, has noted that, in 

spite of regional differences in, for example, industrial structure, the min-

utes from the conferences reveal that almost everybody agreed that it was 

a positive thing that women should enter the labour märket, even if there 

was a certain collective rhetoric in the speeches in the prevailing situation. 

The obstacles for women were their inadequate vocational training which 

created imbalance between the sexes in recruitment situations. The tax 

system was also unfair to married women. But the most crucial question 

108 AMS Archives. Facts and Future. Conference minutes. 
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was how the children and the home should be catered for when the 

mother started work. The purpose of the conferences was to gather to-

gether all the parties in the labour märket for a discussion on the obstacles 

that were regarded as blocking the way to equality in the work situation 

and find solutions for eliminating these. The very fact that large resources 

were made available at the commencement of a down-trend in the econ-

omy indicated a definite breakthrough.109 

We have already pointed out that AMS used modern media to convey 

their message. It was natural that they should also use the new medium, 

television. Here private initiatives had already been taken and films were 

produced which had been given wide distribution not least through televi

sion. AMS was, of course, represented in the film produced by AKN for 

television with the name A Dijferent Choke ofJobs. Now the agency in-

itiated another meticulously planned campaign where a commercial com-

pany wads responsible for producing The 'Second Alternative'—an n-

minute film distributed together with advance information to 180 places 

throughout the country. The film was shown in the same place several 

times in the afternoons and in the evenings. The film features the '-

modern' women and what she can gain by working outside the home. The 

solution to the practical problems was rationalisation—more ready-made 

food, modern domestic appliances and a co-operative family would re

move some of the obstacles. Other ways were education or retraining. 

This is where AMS enters the scene. Its Director-General Bertil Olsson 

gave an account of all that could be done to pave the way for women. A 

large-scale evaluation of scientific quality was made by, among others, the 
researcher, Åke Edfelt, of the effects of using films for this purpose. The 

results were presented at a press conference. Similar presentations of new 

career opportunities were made in the form of filmstrips distributed to 

schools and employment agencies. The emphasis was, as always, on the 
housewifes freedom of choice.110 

We have observed that in spite of the information in schools and 

109 Andersson, Hanna (1998) Kvinnors ökade deltagande på arbetsmarknaden—en studie av 

Fakta-Framtidskonferenserna 1968 i Luleå, Uppsala och Malmö. Unpublished C-essay at the 

Department of History at Uppsala University. 
110 AMS Archives. Films and sound filmstrips. Cp. also Nordberg, Karin (1998) Folk

hemmets röst. Radion som folkbildare 1925-1950. Symposium: Stockholm, pp 319-352. 
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through AMS the traditional choices of work continued to dominate. If 

borders were crossed it was, as it had always been in history, the women 

who entered male-coded occupations particularly in industry. Few initia-

tives were made to entice men to take up, for example, medical practice in 

any. other form than that of doctor. It should, however, be noted that at-

tempts were made to create gender-neutral job designations in investiga-

tions and presentations from AMS and the Nordic Council. The attempt 

to change the designation 'sjuksköterska' (nurse) encountered enormous 

opposition from an active nurses' union.111 

In this chapter on AMS's major contributions on behalf of women we 

wished to describe how a government agency conveyed visions of gender 

equality and how political solutions were presented by government offi-

cials together with industry and commerce, organisations and the media. 
The formål political actors laid down, of course, the economic framework 

but the application of the policies was performed on other levels. Women 

were important in this work even if their employers and superiors were 

men. And where the ways of achieving the goal were concerned the men 

and women were of one mind. It was to be through paid work that the 

woman would be emancipated and the work would liberate the woman 

from her dependency on the man. The old vision that women could have 

two roles was replaced by a new one: women should be gainfully 

employed. This was part and parcel of the vision of the young equality 

people. 

It is, of course, difficult to maintain that the very large group of house-
wives who now entered the labour märket in the final years of the sixties 

and during the seventies did so only as a result of the AMS campaigns and 

the active encouragement from the state.112 This tendency, as we have 
shown, had started much earlier and many other reasons can also be 

found. AMS was only one of the agents. Other phenomena contributed to 

the increasing amount of gainful employment among women, even if they 

had not exactly been anticipated. Free school meals , for example, had the 

effect that the mothers were no longer needed at home to make lunch for 

their children and therefore they could more easily take a job outside the 

111 AMS's Archives. Arbetsförmedlingsbyrån. 
112 For a fuller description of this process, see Axelsson, Christina (1992). 
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home or work longer hours in a part-time job. The new system of supple-
mentary pension had also created an awareness among women that they 
had to have paid work in order to be able to benefit from this pension 
system. And the real large-scale emigration of housewives to the labour 
märket came with the expansion of the public sector in the seventies when 
there were womens jobs available which culturally recall womens tradi-
tional work in the homes. This is what happened when hundreds of thou-
sands of housewives started to work outside the home; AMS was only one 
in a series of many different factors at work. 

A review of the AMS material has increased our awareness of the fact 

that the politicising of gender equality had deep historical roots in the 
Swedish political culture and in working life. If the Swedish woman 
wished to become an independent and gender-equal individual she must 
have paid work and it was then in the seventies that the government in-
ducements emerged in the form of social reforms and in the upgrading of 
gender-equality policy to become a political field of its own. This will be 
dealt with in the next section. 

The 1970S—How the vision of equality was integrated 
into state structures 

What then happened when in the sixties the project of creating equality 
was taken up by the state, politicized and finally institutionalised? The 
American scholar Joyce Gelb has in her interesting book on feminism and 
politics called Sweden the country of'feminism without feminists'.113 Her 
conclusions are based on the observation that in a highly organised coun
try such as Sweden extra-parliamentary groups, protest movements and 
dissent groups tend quite simply to be absorbed by the state. The Swedish 
Parliament, its departments and the more than 100 administrative agen-
cies have developed a culture of consensus in which the attempt is made to 
resolve conflicts with a minimum of controversy. In such a climate femi
nism cannot flourish—militancy would be regarded as 'un-Swedish'. Par-
ties and institutions in Sweden, according to Joyce, have responded fairly 

113 Gelb, Joyce (1989) Feminism and Politics. A Comparative Perspective. University of Cal-

ifornia Press, pp. 137-177. 
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rapidly to womens demands for greater power while special womens 

groups have not had a very strong impact on public authorities. 

Joyce Gelbs interpretation of Swedish state feminism seems to be cor-

rect in a structural perspective. Organisations, institutions and govern-

ment agencies were open to new gender relations from below and political 
solutions were presented within a relatively short period of time. Work to 
bring about change had already begun with the large-scale welfare com-

missions after the war and investigations into the social issues involved 

continued in the sixties and were then implemented as social reforms in 

the seventies. One area after another in social life were assessed and in the 

sixties and seventies it was the womens and the childrens turn—it seemed 

that the Social Democrats needed to lay claim to new political areas in 

order to take the sting out of left-wing criticism. In this perspective Gelbs 
observation that Sweden was a country with 'feminism withoutfeminists 

was certainly correct. 

If, however, Gelbs interpretation is seen from the perspective of those 

active in the process another scenario emerges. The expression 'feminism 

without feminists' will then be misleading because it gives the impression 

that there were no feminist activists in Sweden. Our study shows the op-

posite—the great importance of the 'policy entrepreneurs' or actors for the 

spreading of ideas, changing attitudes and, finally, for the politicisation of 

this issue. The equality people managed to find a 'language' for the '-

modernisation' of the family, for the children, for womens work and the 

gender roles that could unite different wills and ideologies and hide the 

underlying conflicts. 

The politics of equality of the sixties and seventies certainly had 'real' 

feminist actors and femocrats even if they did not always correspond with 
our modern definition of the concept of feminism. They were moreover 

numerous. It is true that the most militant group—Group 8—had a rather 

small number of members, roughly iooo, but supporters of equality could 

also be found in quite other constellations—women working in the unions, 

in the civil service, in the political parties, in various sorts of pressure 

groups, in various professions and womens organisations. Many of them 

had quite radical ideas even if the majority was more moderate and for dif

ferent reasons did not call themselves feminists. The policy of equality 
between the sexes during the period under discussion did not just drop 
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from the sky into the hands of officialdom or the state apparatus, even if 

these institutions were important instruments and agents for its success. 

Hard-working women lay behind the ideas on equality. The immediate 

cause of activity in this field was to be found in the personal experiences of 

ordinary women. Swedish women had started to create a new form of fam-

ily life after the war; they had started to work outside the home, give birth 

to fewer children, cohabit with their men, get divorced, change their sexual 

habits and so on. It was just these demographic changes in the family that 

could be used as arguments for a new policy. The notion of the male bread-

winner had been weakened by the setting-up of the welfare state's social 

safety-net. This cannot be seen only as a revolution from above or as com-

ing from measures taken by a corporative state friendly to women. [Equally 

important is the fact that] Swedish women were able to use the existing in

stitutions of the civil service, political parties and organizations for political 

purposes and to participate in the process of establishing equality. for pol

icy formation and they participated in the process of gender equality. What 

distinguished Sweden (and the Nordic Countries) from other nations was 
precisely the fact that the structures could become 'structures of 

opportunity' and could be used since there existed an historical tradition of 

womens independence, individualism and citizenship—to draw on. 

A close reading of the equal status discourse—the equality pro

grammes, the research problems and the lively public debate—reveals a 

deep commitment to these women s issues and a wide activity on many in-

stitutional levels of society, at least at the discursive level. The active sup

port of men for these issues was extremely important—the whole project 
took place against a background relatively free of conflict, where patriar-

chal power was hidden.114 In order to illustrate the intensity of policy-

making process we have assembled an 'aerial photograph' of the different 

agents in this gender equality project. Here can be seen the different sec-
tors from which they were drawn: labour, capital, science, culture, the 

media, politics and womens organizations. (See figure 5). 

The process of explosive policy formulation during the sixties resulted 

in a period of state institutionalisation in the seventies. The former Min-

114 Exceptions were a few radical organizations which explicitly explained the roll of pa-

triarchy. 

66 



UNIONS 
BUREAUCRACY LO (Trade Union) W6men's Council (1955) 

Women's Committee of 
SAF (Swedid, Empbyers) V Labour Market (j „,} 

TCO (Prof Employees) ) ,7() Loca| Women Groups 

SACO — (Acadetnics), 

Individuell Tax Programme 

AMS (Labour market Board) 

Socialstyrelsen (Board of Health and 

Welfare) 

SÖ (National Board of Education) 

POLICY MAKING 

For Jämställdhet1 

PARTIES 
PARTY 

PROGRAMMES 

PROFESSIONAL 
GROUPS 

Group 222 — Pressure Group 

University — Social Sciences 

Sociology 

Psychology 

SAP (Social Dem Programme from 1960...) 

SAP — Women 's Committee (1960-64) 

SAP — Alva Myrdahl Equality Committee (68-69) 

FP — (Lib.)Family programme 

VPK — (Left) Women 's Program 

Laboremus (Students), Young Liberals 

Sex Roie Discourse 

Political Science 

Teachers/Arcitects/Social Workers 

Karin Westman Berg Group 1968 

PRODU CTION 
SECTOR 

SNS (Education) 

SAF 

Recmitment of Women 

activities by heavy 

industry companies 

MEDIA FREE 
INTELLECTUALS Tiden 

Liberal Debatt 

Herta 

FCvinnobulletinen 

Vt Kvinnor 

Ordinary newspapers 

TV/Radio 

Journalists 

Actors 

Writers 

Culture 

Artists 

TV/Radio FEMINIST GROUPS 

Group 8 (left, 1968) 

Fredrika Bremer Leage (1884) 

SOC DEM Women (1920) 

Liberal Women (1936) 

Women camps 

Men's groups 

Figure 5 The policy making process for gender equality. 

67 



ister of Labour, Anna-Greta Leijon, has her own interpretation of this 

phase. It agrees closely with our own findings: 

Many unholy alliances were formed between groups with equality ideolo-
gies and the employers' need of a labour force—a sort of marriage between 
labour, capital, the civil service and radical politics. The expanding munic-
ipal sector needed workers at the same time as young radical women were 
entering the labour märket. Things could be achieved, resources existed in 
abundance. Many things were happening at once. In the trade unions 
there was an older generation of belligerent women like Anna-Lisa Lagby, 
Gertrud Sigurdsen and Sigrid Ekendahl. These had paved the way for the 
younger generation, in politics, in the civil service ... so many competent 
and knowledgeable enthusiasts! Take Ingeborg Jönsson at the AMS—she 
truly knew how to place womens issues on the agenda. AMS was very 
important in this connection with its smoothly working and well-organ-
ised structure and with tentacles reaching out to all of societys different 
realities.115 

In 1972 the Council on Equality Between Men and Women was set up. 

The unusual placing of this council close to the secretariat of the Prime 

Minister made it possible to control political developments in a unique 

way. Here it had the power to set its stamp on political proposals and bilis 

drawn up for many different fields . The establishment of the Council was 

a direct consequence of SAPs party-congress of 1972 at which Olof Palme 

delivered his famous speech. This was wholly devoted to the issues of 

equality, the first real sign that the party and the government had ad-

vanced the issue of equality into the sphere of state politics. This question 

had gained legitimacy. As Annika Rohde showed in an article, the Coun

cil was to be mainly concerned with the attempt to get women to change 

their behaviour. It appeared more difficult to get the men to change their 

role in the family. The Council did not think that the state could intervene 

"in the private sphere"—it was thus easier to attempt to guide public insti
tutions into creating a climate more friendly to women.116 The Centre 

Party, the Liberal Party and the Conservative Party even suggested that a 

115 Interview with Anna-Greta Leijon 4/4-97. 

116 Rodhe, Annika (1998). 'A Fighter for Equality. The Institutionalization of Equality 

1972-1976' in 'Delegationen för jämställdhet mellan män och kvinnor'. Unpublished D-essay, 

Stockholm University, Spring 1998. 
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government commission should investigate this matter. Gradually a state 

feminist field of gender equality was developed involving ministers, com-

missions, administratörs, bureaucrats, investigations, committees and 

gender equality programmes. 

Let us just present one paragraph from the minutes of a meeting of the 

Council to give an idea of what the plans and mobilisation process of a 

project intended to change gender roles were like. It was important to pro

duce concrete results in order to prove that progress was being made. How 

the deep-lying power relationships between the sexes were to be ap-

proached does not seem to have been tackled as a problem. The problem 

was often seen as lying in inadequate information and education—the at-

mosphere seems to have been one of great optimism. All was possible! 

§ 5 Tora Britta Gjötterberg—the Fredrika Bremer Association—informed 
us about a campaign against sex discrimination. 

Sonja Fredgardh—Centre Party—informed us that they had initiated a 
campaign on gender equality isues. 

TCO had decided to distribute the brochures of the Council. 

Bror Rexed—from the National Board of Health—gave an account of the 
Boards health information. 

Monica Ulfhielm reported on the family policy programme and educa-
tional programme of SACO. 

Margareta Vestin—from the National Board of Education—described the 
Sex Roles Project in the schools and showed the information brochures 
distributed by the National Board of Education. 

Gustav Persson—LO—reported on the problems of the day-care centres. 

Maj-Britt Carlsson informed us about the trial project that had been 
started for women in heavy industry in Kristianstad. 

The Post Office Administration spöke of plans to introduce new stamps 
with four famous women as motifs.117 

This is undoubtedly the Swedish gender model in miniature. The un

ions, the government, administration officials, the organisations, Parlia-
ment, and representatives of populär movements were present. The direc-
tives of the Council stated that: 

117 State Archives. 'Delegationen för jämställdhet mellan män och kvinnor. Stora Dele

gationens Protokoll 21/4 1974 (in summary). 
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The state has to take an active part in the work of changing the situation of 
women and to improve equality between men and women.118 

What political contacts at the highest level had been taken before 
state commitment was launched? We do not actually know how the So
cial Democratic Party and Olof Palme argued before they decided to 
create a special political sphere for gender equality. Different groups give 
their own account of what was important. Anna-Greta Leijon, for ex-
ample, made the following interpretation of Olof Palmes reasons for 
taking up the concept of equality as the main theme of the Party Con-

gress in 1972: 

At Järfälla we worked very hard to get the local party to take up the ques-
tion. We demanded that the government do something. Thage G. Petters
son and Ingvar Carlsson from our local party organization were also mem-
bers of the local party and stressed the importance of the question when-
ever it came up for discussion there. Palme in his turn felt the pressure 
from the local party: it was then he made up his mind. He realised that 
something politically interesting was coming./ ... / Palme possessed polit
ical intuition and clearly saw the opportunity / ... / A new situation was in 
the offing with the emergence of young, dynamic and well-educated 
women. We seemed to be completely invincible.119 

Other groups such as the Womens Association of the Social Demo
cratic Party and the LO-women also claimed to have helped in persuading 
Olof Palme to act. Some say that it was Lisbeth Palme with her close con
tacts with Group 222 who persuaded her husband.120 We may have to ac-
cept that we will never know exactly why Palme decided to make his fa-
mous speech at the Party Congress and låter to set up the Advisory Coun-
cil on equality in 1972. For us it is perhaps more important to reflect on the 
structural factors that facilitated such a gender policy in the seventies. In 
this article we have tried to point to a successful interaction between struc
tural factors—the 'policy windows' in Kingdoms terminology—and suc
cessful actors—policy entrepreneurs. 

118 State Archives, Delegationens direktiv. 
119 Interview Leijon 4/4-97. Kullenberg (1996) pp. 71-82. 
120 The political scientist Olof Ruin in discussion. HSFR Conference, November 1997, 

Prague. 
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Kingdons theory that an issue requires activists who have for long pre-

pared themselves for change before an issue appears on the political 

agenda turned out to be more or less correct in this context. The policy 

entrepreneurs' had propagated their ideas in all sorts of contexts and had 
overcome some of the resistance. They had created a discourse and opened 

new channels to the centres of power. And the 'policy window' could be 

opened with the aid of the governments long-term investigations where it 
was maintained that there would be an upward trend in the Swedish econ-

omy if only the need for manpower could be satisfied. The married 
women constituted our greatest unexploited work force and therefore they 

became of interest to industry and the state. As we have already shown, 

the discourse on gender equality had strong support among those sections 

who were in political alliance: the labour märket, the bureaucracy, the or
ganisations and the state. 

Let us therefore return to what we have already said about the actions of 

industry. It is interesting that industrialists and employers took such an ac-

tive part in the Swedish gender policy. Representatives from industry and 
commerce took an active part in the establishment and fmancing of AKN. 

In addition SNS naturally backed the research for and publication of the 
important book Womens Lives and Work. They also had representatives, 
as we saw, in Group 222. The recruitment films and the co-operation with 
AMS also revealed the employers' marked interest in women workers.121 

The positive experience of having women in industry was emphasised and 

efforts were made to refute reports that women, to a larger extent than 

men, were absent from work because of illness. This was the situation 

throughout the whole period of the boom in the sixties. 

During the downward economic trend of the seventies, the tone was 

different and the leaders of industry and commerce were not at all as en-

couraging as in the sixties. One might well have expected that this would 

have resulted in a backlash for the discourse on gender equality and in a 

decrease in the number of women working outside the home. Interest-

121 See, for example, DN 24/10-62 The annual meeting of Employers in Commerce 

where the employers and representatives of TCO claim that in view of the fact that the num

ber of employed married women had increased by 20% since the fifties while the proportion 

of men had diminished, "We must see to it that those married women who really wish to 

work are given the opportunities to do so." 
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ingly enough there was no backlash this time. The traditional pattern of 
'women as a reserve' had been broken during the recession of the seven-
ties. Women working outside the home did not, as was expected, return to 
the homes. Instead, growing numbers of women entered the labour mär
ket and were now actively encouraged by political actors in the form of all 
the new job that were created in the seventies in the public sector.122 

Something had happened. What causes can be found for this develop-
ment whereby a traditional pattern governing the natural' positions of the 
genders in the realms of production and reproduction was actually aban-
doned? 

One explanation is that within the elites of the trade-unionist move-
ment, Parliament and the Civil Service there remained an interest in in-
creased gender equality. We have already mentioned the work carried out 
by LO and the Womens Association of the Social Democratic Party who 
in the seventies pursued a very radical family policy.123 It can be added 
that in its programme for family policy of 1973 TCO were very explicit as 
to the guidelines for gender equality: 

- All adult members of a family should have the opportunity to have em-
ployment. 

- there should be roughly the same proportion of women and men in var-
ious types of work. 

- Both sexes should be able to be active in unions and in politics to ap-
proximately the same extent. 

- men and women should have an equal share in the work in the 
home.124 

Even if there were not many concrete Riksdag initiatives in this issue in 
the 1960S—only a few bilis from the Communist Party—many of the re
forms that would be implemented in the seventies were prepared for by 
the parliamentary enquiries carried out in the sixties. The fact that the po
litical parties were slow to bring up this issue on the political agenda of the 
sixties in spite of the activity outside Parliament can be explained by the 
fact that the major parties did not dare to challenge large groups of sym-

122 Axelsson, Christina (1992), pp. 41 f£, 147-155. 
123 Karlsson (1996), 226-263. 
124 TCO'sfamiljepolitiska program, 1973 p. 10. 
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pathisers with a traditional outlook on mens and womens work.125 In the 

seventies, nevertheless, large-scale reforms were implemented which, even 

if not exclusively motivated by a desire for gender equality, was still of sig-

nificance for the development of the relations between women and men. 

Here is a list of a few of the new commissions and laws that were intro-

duced in the seventies: 

Individual Taxation Act, 1971 
Government Committee on Equality Between Men and Women, 1972 
New Family Laws, 1973-74 (dealing with divorce and cohabitation, etc) 
Parental Leave Insurance Act, 1974 
The Law of Free Abortion, 1975 
Parliamentary Commission on Equal Status, 1976 
Ministry of Equal Status, 1976 
Decree for Gender Equality in the Civil Service, 1976 
Right to a 6-Hour Day for Parents with Small Children, 1979 
Law Against Sex/Gender Discrimination in Employment, 1980 
Equal Opportunities Ombudsman, 1980 
Supplementary Pension for the Care of Children in the Home, 1982 
All professions are open to women (including the Defence sector), 1980 
Council of Gender Equality Research, 1982 

Unfortunately, we cannot in this connection discuss all these new laws 

and how they were implemented. Even if there are many reasons for these 

laws we still think that their group emergence is evidence that the gender 

equality discourse had gained a foothold. The groups who feared that 

there would now be another gender order had no cause to worry. It is true 

that women were now working outside the homes but the traditional divi

sion of labour in the labour märket as a whole was never really changed.126 

Women continued to work in nursing, in offices and education and men 

continued to work in industry, technology and economics. And research 

on the welfare state and on the effects of these new laws has shown that 

the practical results were, in many cases, different from the intentions that 

the reforms had had from the beginning. Feminist criticism of the welfare 

125 Kyle, Gunhild (1979), p, 182 ff; see also AK-prot. 1966 24:216; cp. Drangel (1984), 

Karlsson (1996). 

126 Wikander, Ulla (1992) Delat arbete, delad makt: om kvinnors underordning i arbetet och 

genom arbetet. En historisk essä. (1991) 'Uppsala Papers in Economic History', no. 28. 
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state has found that a patriarchal gender structure was embedded in the 

system.127 

Men as a group were favoured by the ATP pension system, by the sick-

ness benefits and by other transfer payments since the system was based 

on the principle of loss of income. The more a person earned, the more 

that person received in compensation and this hit women since they often 

had lower wages and part-time jobs. The reforms therefore had different 

consequences for men than for women. Another example was the unique 

and modern Parental Leave Act which included the father as an active 

partner in parenthood. The Act failed as an affirmative action programme 

since the allowances to the parents were correlated with the wages. In 

most families there was more gain from mothers staying at home during 

the childs first year and 90 per cent of the fathers did not take this oppor-

tunity to stay at home with the children.128 

Other reforms have, however, had a gender equalizing effect and accel-

erated womens interest in taking the responsibility for their own econ-

omy through paid work outside the home. Of interest from our perspec-

tive is the problem of individual taxation—since women had an impor-

tant role in this matter. After long drawn-out negotiations the question 

of individual taxation was solved. Here we see yet another example of the 

new role played by women—primarily women academics. This question 
had been brought up at an early date by a few persons in the feminist 

movement and by some womens salaried employees' associations such as 

Women in State Employment and the Association of Female School-

teachers without support from party groupings or central union organisa-

127 See among others Eduards, Maud (1986) 'Kön, stat och jämställdhetspolitik'. Kvin

novetenskaplig tidskrift 1983:3, 'Att studera och värdera välfärd'. Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift 

1990:2: Aström, Gertrud (i99o)'Föräldraförsäkring och vårdnadsbidrag—om förhållandet 
mellan ideologi och verklighet'. Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift, 1990:2; Eduards-Landby, Maud 

och Aström, Gertrud (1993) Många kände sig manade, men fa blevo kallade—en granskning av 
arbetet for ökad kvinnorepresentation. Department of Sociology, Stockholm University; Kon

trakt i kris. Om kvinnors plats i välfärdsstaten (1992). Eds, Yvonne Hirdman &, Gertrud 
Aström. Carlssons, Stockholm; Sainsbury, Diane (1996) Gender, Equality and Welfare States. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Det uferdige demokratiet. Kvinner i nordisk politikk. 

(1983), ed. Elina Haavio-Mannila. 
128 Aström, Gertrud (1990) 'Föräldraförsäkring och vårdnadsbidrag—om förhållandet 

mellan ideologi och verklighet'. Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift, no. 2, pp. 37-48. 
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tions.129 In the early years of the sixties there existed, seemingly, com-

plete consensus on the issue of separate taxation. Negative marginal ef-

fects affected only a small group of high-income earners. 

Ten years låter the situation was quite different. The political scientist 
Nils Elvander has drawn attention to the remarkable change in public 

opinion that occurred in the sixties. He points out that the 1970 taxation 
reform, which had far-reaching economic effects for a lot of people, was 

forced through by a few participants in the cultural debate—a situation 
that has been characterized as unique in Swedish politics. The debate on 
individual taxation thus became an offshoot of the general debate about 

gender roles. It was initiated by women with a higher education, for exam-

ple, Sonja Lyttkens, Karin Christenson, Maj-Britt Sandlund, Anita Gra

din and Ingrid Fredriksson, without the support of any major organisa
tions.130 This also resulted in a generation conflict and a class struggle 

between women in employment and housewives in the Social Democratic 

Party since many thought that they were treated unfairly by this proposal. 
There are also other explanations of the fact that gender equality policy 

gained a foothold in Swedish political tradition even after the boom de-

clined. Gunnel Karlsson has pointed to the great anxiety of the party lead-

ers of the Social Democratic Party about the efforts of the left-wing par-
ties to recruit new members—especially young people and women. The 
association of the young Social Democrats noted that they were now get
ting fewer new members and local womens associations had to be dis-

solved for lack of members. The Womens Association drew attention to 

the competition in the final years of the sixties from a more militant fem

inism which was attracting the attention of the media in a completely dif
ferent way than the more peaceful womens associations. It was, above all, 
the members of Group 8 who managed to get their opinions about the 
power relations between the sexes on the agenda, and thereby issue new 

challenges to the established parties on the question of equality . The 

chairperson of the Womens Association spöke of the importance of "pull-

129 Nilsson (1996) p. 275 and Elvander, Nils (1972) Svensk skattepolitik 1945-1970. Rabén 
& Sjögren: Stockholm, p. 395; see also Florin, Christina (1999) 'Skatten som befriar. Hem
mafruar mot yrkeskvinnor i 60-talets särbeskattningsdebatt' in Kvinnor mot kvinnor. His

torier om systerskapets svårigheter (Fc), Norstedts:Stockholm. 

13° Elvander, p. 323 and 25 ff. 

75 



ing the carpet from under the feet of the new feminists"—they must 

themselves recover the initiative and begin to formulate and define the 

problem.131 

Another significant factor in the general political situation of the seven-

ties was the absence of an active militant opposition to the gender equality 

discourse. The groups that in an international perspective had mainly rep-

resented strongly traditional views on gender roles—the Church and po-

litically conservative groups—were at this time strongly marginalized. In 

Sweden, in contrast with other countries, there were few active free 

church groupings who were opposed to contraceptive devices and abor-

tion. The Conservative Party and the Centre Party had their weakest pe

riod ever in the sixties. 

Consequently, the right-wing government which took office in 1976 

continued the work for gender equality and for the state feminism that had 

already been implemented and made permanent in the administration. 

The right-wing government even tried to outshine the former government 

in the matter, for example, of the representation of women at a high level. 

There were, for example, six women members of the government.132 It is 

during this period that the law of gender equality in working life is intro-

duced. It was also the right-wing parties who forced through the bill that 

women could work within the mens last bastion, the Swedish armed 

forces. From the mid seventies gender equality was not, from the point of 

view of party programmes, an issue that divided the political parties and 

after this period it became a self-evident ingredient in the declarations of 

policy of all governments. This, of course, did not mean that gender equal

ity had been realized in practice, even if Sweden, according to comparative 

social studies, is sometimes said to be the country where gender equality 

has attained the highest level in the world. For two years running the UN 
has ranked Sweden as the best country for women to live in.133 

131 Karlsson (1996), p. 155,167. 
132 Carlsson-Rosén, Svensk historia, p. 632. 
133 Human Development Report 1955, UNDP (1955) Oxford: Oxford University Press; 

Ruggie, Mary (1984) The State and the Working Woman. A Cotnpararuve Study of Britain and 

Sweden. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p. 17; Gelb, Joyce (1989). Cp also Nordic re-

searchers who have demonstrated the unique position of Nordic women: Berte Siim (1993) 

'The gendered Scandinavian welfare states' in Women and Social Politics in Europé, ed. Jane 
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The most recent official investigation on women and power speaks an-

other language—of a backlash for women in the labour märket, crises in 

family life, the difficult situation of single mothers and continuing wage 

differentials between the sexes.134 The gap between mens and womens 

wages has not lessened since the seventies; rather, we notice a certain in-

crease. On the other hand, certain changes have occurred in the relations 

between the genders and in responsibility for the children—the participa-

tion of the fathers in looking after the children has increased significantly. 

It is therefore difficult to get an overall view and make any generalization 

about such a large field as equality in a whole country. The power relation-

ships vary with the different sorts of work, classes, regions, ethnic groups, 

generations and sectors. Nevertheless, what we would like to assert is that 

what occurred in the sixties and seventies in Swedish gender history was 

"something in the nature of a bloodless revolution." 

Lewis. Edward Elgar: Aldershot; Christina Bergqvist (1994) Mäns makt och kvinnors intres

sen. Almqvist &c Wiksell International: Stockholm; Sommestad, Lena (1995) 'Kvinnor, in
dustrialisering och välfärd. Argument för en komparativ genusforskningen. Häften för kri

tiska studier, no 1; her (1997) 'Welfare State Attitudes to the Male Breadwinning System. The 
United States and Sweden in Comparative Perspective'. International Review of Social His

tory. (1997 Supplement). 
134 The Women and Power Enquiry. SOU 1997: 83.87.113,114,115. 
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