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Wiebke Kolbe and Iris Rittenhofer 

Comparative Gender History. Northern and Western 
Europe in the 20th Century: An Introduction 

This issue of Comparativ contributes to the comparative history ofEurope in 
the 20th century. It contains a collection of international contributions on 
Gender Comparisons between Northern and Western European countries. 
The articles presented here have a twofold airn: First, as regards content, to 
bridge the gap between Northern and Western European historical research; 
and second, as regards methodology and theory, to make a contribution to 
the comparative study of history and of gender, as well as to the overall un
derstanding of gender in European contemporary history. For the purpose of 
pursuing both aims, and in what could be considered very rare far a collec
tion of articles, all authors apply a genuine comparative approach, i.e. they 
use the compa11son of two countries, based on source material, as a method 
to gain further insights into how modem societies work. 

Context 

Today, the majority of the Nordic countries are members of the EU. This 
makes it an urgent matter to arrive at both a revised and broader international 
understanding of this part of Europe. Even more important, it makes it nec
essary to challenge the widespread preconception of the Nordic countries as 
differing decisively from the rest of Europe - an idea, which has proved to 
be very influential within gender research, especially in studies working on 
the premise of an outstanding 'Nordic gender model'. 

80th, in research as well as in politics, the Nordic countries are often re
garded as having the world's best and most developed 'welfare state model' I 
as well as 'gender model,2. However a 'Nordic gender model' only exists as 

Cf. e.g. G0sta Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, Cam
bridge 1990; Stephan Leibfried, Towards a European We!fare State?, in: Catherine 
Iones (ed.), New Perspectives on the Welfare State in Europe, London, New York 
1993, pp. 133-156. 

2 For more detailed information: Swedish Secretariat for Socia! Resarch (ed.), Genus, 
no. 1 (2001) (Special issue on gender equality research). On the Bejing Women's 
Conference in 1995, e.g., the UN declared Sweden to be the "most gender equal 
country in the world". Cf. Mimmi Palm, Sweden best at gender equality?, in: ibid., 
pp. 3-4. 
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a political ideal. As societal reality, it is non-existent. To continue with the 
notion of a 'Nordic gender model' placed at the top of international rankings 
is problematic for two main reasons. Firstly, a particular 'gender model' is 
the result of a specific historical development. Regarding it as a utopian goal 
for Europe, neglects historically diverse developments and their interrela
tions. Moreover, positive aspects ofexisting other 'gender models' are likely 
to be overlooked, as are gender problems within the Nordic countries.3 Quo
tation, e.g., is a political practice in the US, Western Europe and in Sweden. 
However, up to the present day, it is not considered a legitimate equal oppor
tunity tool in Denmark. Moreover, women's share in management positions 
in France and their share in professorships in Turkey are significantly higher 
than in the Nordic countries. Such examples illustrate that there is no point 
in clinging to the dichotomy of a 'progressive' North and a 'Iatecomer' Mid
die Europe, when we talk about equal opportunities in terms of gender. 
Rather, examples like these suggest the necessity of drawing a more differ
entiated picture. Secondly, the notion of a 'Nordic gender model' transfers 
the idea of the nation state to a supranational level. The fact that neither the 
'North' nor nation states are natural, hegemonic entities but rather historical 
constructions, and as such 'imagined communities' (Benedict Anderson), is 
not taken into consideration. 'The North' is no cultural or political unit, 
though this is often stressed within the Nordic countries themselves as part 
of a self-awareness which dissociates itself from 'Europe' .4 This is not to say 
that differences within the Nordic countries are not acknowledged. So does 
recent Scandinavian research, for instance, document a higher level of gen
der equality in Sweden and Norway than in Denmark and Finland.5 How

3	 Cf. Kaj Fölster, Vorbild für die Europäische Union? Frauenpolitik in Schweden, in: 
Melanie Piepenschneider (ed.), Frauenpolitik in der Europäischen Union. Beiträge 
einer Tagung des Arbeitskreises Europäische Integration e.V. und der Vertretung der 
Europäischen Kommission in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 6. bis 7. April 1995 in 
Bonn, Baden-Baden 1995,pp. 101-105. 

4	 Cf. Bemd Henningsen, Mentalität, Identität, Nationalität. Die Skandinavier auf der 
Suche nach dem, was sie sind, in: Hans Schottmann (ed.), Arbeiten zur Skandinavis
tik. II. Arbeitstagung der deutschsprachigen Skandinavistik, Münster 1994, pp. 400
416; Nordic Council (ed.), Norden är död. Länge leve Norden! En debattbok om de 
nordiska ländema som "megaregion" i Europa, Copenhagen 1994; 0ystein Smen
sen/Bo Strath (eds.), The Cultural Construction of Norden, Oslo 1997; Bo Strath, 
Folkhemmet mol Europa. Ett historiskt perspektiv pa 90-talet, Stockholm 1992. This 
collective Nordic self-image is also demonstrated in the common embassy building 
ofDenmark, Fmland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden in Berlin. 

5	 Solveig Bergmann (ed.), Equal Democracies? Gender and Politics in the Nordic 
Counlries, 05101999; Kirsten Gomard/Anne Krogstad (eds.), Instead ofthe ideal de-
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ever, this does not result in a principal revision of the dichotomous notion of 
a Nordic versus amiddIe European 'gender model', Nevertheless, until the 
mid I980s, Norwegian child care and family politics, for instanee, show a 
greater resemblance to (West) Gern1an politics than to the polities of other 
Nordic countries.6 Findings like these make the notion of a Nordic "mega
region"? appeal even more questionable . 

Therefore, instead of continuing with the notion of a cultural unit 'North', 
the following Gellder Comparisons emphasise both, the differences and 
similarities between Northern and Western European countries as weil as the 
diversity within both groups. By applying a historical perspeetive, they show 
clearly that the contrast between 'progressive' Northem European and 'con
servative' or 'Iate corner' Western European countries appears even less tme 
when we look back at the long-tenn development of these countries during 
the last eentury. Instead, the diversity of historical developments in Europe 
becomes evident, as it does both within Northem and Western Europe. Our 
aim is not at least to enlarge the empirical knowledge about the history of 
North European eountries in Gennany and elsewhere and to bridge the gap 
between North and West European research and researehers. 

Method 

The studies presented here have two essential approaches in common: the 
historical perspeetive on Northern and Western Europe in the 20th eentury, 
and a genuine comparison as a method of analysis. A genuine comparative 
approach uses the comparison of two or more countries (or regions) as a 
means to gain further insights into how societies function. Henee, taking a 
certain research question as a point of departure, souree material from the 
respective countries is collected, investigated and put into equivalent con
texts. 

Comparative approaches have been adopted by historians from the social 
seiences, which try to develop typologies and methods of comparison,8 while 

bate. Doing politics and doing gender in Nordic po1itical campaign discourse, Arhus 
2001. 

6 On NOIway: Tora Korsvold, Profesjonalisert barndom. Statlige intensjoner og kvin
nelig praksis pa bamehagens arena 1945-90, Trondheim 1997. On West Germany: 
Wiebke Kolbe, Elternschaft im Wohlfahrtsstaat. Schweden und die Bundesrepublik 
im Vergleich 1945-2000, FrankfurtlMain, New York 2002. 

7 Nordic Council, Norden (note 4). 
8 See e.g. Klaus von Beyme, Der Vergleich in der Politikwissenschaft, München 1988; 

Jürgen Hartmann, Vergleichende Politikwissenschaft. Ein Lehrbuch, Frankfurt a. M. 
1995; Stefan Immerfall, Einfiihrung in den europäischen Gesellschaftsvergleich. 
Ansätze, Problemstellungen, Befunde. Passau 1994; Birgit Pfau-Effinger, Kultur und 

9 
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historians usually tend to a more heuristic but still theoretically and method
ologically reflected use of comparisons.Y Another approach, originating from 
literary critics and cultural studies, has gained increasing attention in Euro
pean historical research during the last decade, when we have faced the 'cul
tural turn' in history: the cultural transfer approach. It deals with processes 
of transfer, Le. the adoption, adaptation (' Aneignung') or even restriction of 
cultural goods, Imowledge, ideas, practices, and their actors, beyond national 
and cultural boarders. 10 Some advocates of the transfer approach criticise 
comparative research for confirming existing frontiers and supposedly na
ti onal (and supranational) 'Sonderwege ' rather than deconstructing them. 
Only if comparative research includes aspects of a cultural transfer approach, 
they argue, this danger may be avoided. I j However, in recent research, both 
approaches have been combined more often, partly due to a growing aware
ness of this methodological problem, partly due to the increasing impact of 
cultural history. 

Frauenerwerbstätigkeit in Europa. Theorie und Empirie des internationalen 
Vergleichs, Opladen 2000. 

9	 E.g. Heinz-Gerhard Haupt/Jürgen Kocka (eds.), Geschichte und Vergleich. Ansätze 
und Ergebnisse international vergleichender Geschichtsschreibung, Frankfurt/Main, 
New York 1996; Hartrnut Kaelble, Der historische Vergleich. Eine Einflihrung zum 
19. und 20. Jahrhundert, Frankfurt a. M./New York 1999; Jürgen Osterhammel, So· 
zialgeschichte im Zivilisationsvergleich. Zu künftigen Möglichkeiten komparativer 
Geschichtswissenschaft, in: Geschichte und Gesellschaft 22 (1996), pp. 143·164. 
For an early approach see the 'classic' Mare Bloch, For a comparative history of 
European societies, in: Revue de synthese, 1928, no. 46, pp. 15-50. For interdis
ciplinary approaches cf. Hartrnut Kaelble/Jürgen Schriewer (eds.), Diskurse und 
Entwicklungspfade. Der Gesellschaftsvergleich in den Geschichts- und Sozialwis
senschaften, FrankfurtiMain 1999. 

10 E.g. Michel Espagne/Michael Wemer, Deutsch-französischer Kulturtransfer im 18. 
und 19. Jahrhundert. Zu einem neuem Forschungsprogramm des C.N.R.S., in: Fran
cia 13 (1985), pp. 502-512; Lothar Jordan/Bernd Kortländer (eds.), Nationale Gren
zen und internationaler Austausch. Studien zum Kultur- und Wissenschaftstransfer 
in Europa, Tübingen 1995; Rudolf Muhs/Johannes PaulmannlWillibald Steinmetz 
(eds.), Aneignung und Abwehr. Interkultureller Transfer zwischen Deutschland und 
Großbritannien im 19. Jahrhundert, Bodenheim 1998. 

11	 Michel Espagne, Sur les limites du comparatisme en histoire culturelle, in: Geneses 
17 (1994), pp. 112-121; Johannes Paulmann, Internationaler Vergleich und interkul
tureller Transfer. Zwei Forschungsansätze zur europäischen Geschichte des 18. bis 
20. Jahrhunderts, in: Historische Zeitschrift 267 (1998), pp. 649-685, esp. pp. 667 ff. 
For the debate between the two approaches see also Hartmul Kaelble, Die interdis
ziplinären Debatten über Vergleich und Transfer, in: H. Kaelble/Jürgen Schricwer 
(eds.), Vergleich und Transfer. Komparatistik in den Sozial-, Geschichts- und Kul
turwissenschaften, Frankfurt a. M./New York 2003, pp. 469-495. 
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Although the mentioned critique is certainly justified, it has to be empha
sised that comparative research nevertheless has an enorrnous potential. In 
spite of the wide-spread conviction about its theoretical and empirical val
ues, there is still too Jittle comparative research done in history. This holds 
even more true for gender history, where the number of respective empirical 
studies is still rather limited, and a methodological discussion about the epis
temological and empirical advantages and pitfalls of comparative and trans
fer research has not even started. However, comparative gender history gives 
us a better understanding ofboth the gendered construction of societies and 
of concepts of gender. 12 It contributes to transgressing essentialist ideas of 
gender, since it makes particularly clear that gender is a culturally con
structed category, and sheds light on the mechanisms and contexts of this 
construction. 

The four contributions will exemplify the empirical insights gained from 
comparative gender history. This issue of Comparativ is editcd with the ob
jective of providing new insights into the development and variety of con
tents and meanings of gender concepts and of gendered structures in society 
on the one hand, and into a sampie of European countries on the other. This 
common aim is pursued in different ways by the respective authors. Meth
odologists of comparative history use to distinguish between two types of 
comparative research: contrasting approaches, shedding light upon national 
differences and particularities, and generalising approaches, stressing simi
larities and improving the understanding of general developments applying 
to a majority of societies. 13 Most comparative studies contain aspects ofboth 
approaches, although often stressing one above the other. Of the gender 
comparisons presented here, the contributions of Johanna Kantola, Elisabeth 
Elgan and Maren Wichmann use a clearly contrasting perspective, though 
with the latter two stressing some striking sirrtilarities between the respective 
counties. Iris Rittenhofer applies a more generalising perspective in her arti
cle. In spite of their different approaches, all contributions reveal the proc
esses by which modem European societies are gendered, and the different or 
similar meanings gender can take on in European history. 

12 The tenn 'gender' is used here according to the classic definition of Joan W. Scott, 
Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis, in: J. W, ScOl!, Gender and the 
Politics ofHistory, New York 1988, pp. 28-50, 

13 Cf. Heinz-Gerhard Haupt/Jürgen Kocka, Historischer Vergleich: Methoden, Aufga
ben, Probleme, Eine Einleitung, in: HauptlKocka (eds,), Geschichte und Vergleich 
(note 9), pp. 9·45, here p. 11; KaelbJe, Der historische Vergleich (note 9), pp. 26·35, 



12 Wiebke Kolbe and Iris Rittenhafer 

Contributions 

The editors and authors are younger scholars from Germany and the Nordic 
Countries. The subjects cover a variety of themes reconsidered from the per
spective of genuine comparisons: tax politics, leadership and the 'glass ceil
ing', the gendered access to the state as weil as abortion and contraception 
politics. A fruitful combination of both a cultural transfer and a genuine 
comparative approach is used in Iris Rittenhofer' s contribution. The cultural 
representations of gender in West Germany, Denmark, Britain and Finland 
are covered by Iris Rittenhofer and Johanna Kantola. Elisabeth Eigan and 
Maren Wichmann deal with the gendering welfare states in Sweden, France, 
(West) Germany and Denmark. 

In Abortion and Contraeeption Polities, the faith in medical science as a 
guideline for social measures and as a social rescue were present in both 
Sweden and Franee. Elisabeth Elgim presents a comparative study on how 
these measures gained different meanings. Due to those countries' widely 
differing political cultures, abortion politics were shaped in quite different 
ways at the dawn of the French and Swedish welfare states. However differ
ent the politics and their contexts were, though: they were based on similar 
concepts of gender (relations). 

Maren Wiehmann perforrns a comparison of how Ta.x Polities and 
Women's Equality are related in Denmark and Germany. Since the 1920s 
and until today, tax laws not only served the needs of the labour marke!. Tax 
law reforms empowered as weIl images of the morally acceptable ways of 
living a family life. In both countries, married women were reputed to be the 
manoeuvrable mass and the target of amending laws. Wichmann addresses 
the question as to why the principle of individual taxation eventually suc
ceeded in Denmark, but not in Gern1any. She shows that tax politics were 
used in both countries as an instrument for the regulation not only of the la
bour market, but also of gender relations and family living. Her study chal
lenges the notion of a 'progressive' Danish and a 'conservative' German pol
icy. 

Johanna Kantola 's comparative study on Britain and Finland not only 
gives important insights into the self-images of these countries. Moreover, 
her study on Gender and the Diseursive Construetion 0/ the Aeeess to the 
Stale challenges influential international theories on the strategies of con
temporary women's movements. She shows how dominant discourses about 
the state actually shape women's access to and engagement in these states. 
Women' s activists' strategies cannot be reduced to either integration or 
autonomy. Rather, Kantola reveals how dominant perceptions of these states 
either limt or create the space for the empowerment of women. Moreover, 
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she makes a strong case for the fact that dominant theories, in this case those 
of feminist oriented political scientists, are themselves cultural representa
lions. Thus, she challenges weil establishes scientific 'truths'. 

Iris Rittenhofer focuses on contemporary West Germany and Denmark as 
Centered Societies. However, Rittenhofer does not limit the concept of trans
fer to the study of nation but applies it to other categories as weil. In the case 
of her study on the making and the transformations of equal opportunities in 
the post war economies of both countries, she does not treat 'man' and 
'woman', 'entrepreneur' and 'manager' as distinct and differing categories. 
Instead, she introduces the concepts 'gender' and 'leader' as 'parallel catego
ries'. Rittenhofer offers an original re-think of the widely and self-evidently 
used terms 'mass education' and 'the glass ceiling'. 

Conclusion 

The Gender Comparisons presented direct our scholarly attention towards 
the differences between Northern and Western European countries. How
ever, they direct it at least as much towards the diversities among the Nordic 
countries on the one hand, and the Western European ones on the other. 
They advise us to focus on the diversities of these countries as weil as on 
their contextual similarities. This suggests a more careful use of the frame
work of the 'Nordic gender model' . 

Historizising and contextualising gender in genuine comparative research 
may serve as an eye opener for our understanding of the EU-member states. 
One question for future research in gender and the history of Europe in the 
20th century might be whether, and in what respects, we could speak of a 
'European gender model'. The social sciences have asked this question, but 
by applying a historical perspective, we would come to different conclusions 
and shed light on the long-term-development, as weH as on the question of a 
possible path dependency of European gender conditions. 14 Thus, this issue 
of Comparativ contributes to a vivid debate, within research on the EU, as 
weil as in EU-politics: whether and to what degree the politics and the or
ganisations of one society may be transferred to other countries. Equally im
portant, it raises the question whether this would be desirable. 

With these Gender Comparisons, we also want to encourage future re
search that is not limited by concepts of national or supranational units as 
pre-established, distinct entities; a research which transgresses apriori con
cepts such as gender or nation. 

14 On the concept ofpath dependency see Pfau-Effinger, Kultur (note 8). 



Elisabeth Elgän 

Gender Construction in Swedish and French 
Abortion and Contraception Policies, 1900-1940 

What is the nature of the link between politics and gender, that is, the social 
construction of sexual difference in the case of abortion and contraception 
policies? My objective is to use a comparative study to shed light on this 
question. I will also address the choice of a comparative study and why I de
cided to compare Sweden and France. 

This study covers the period trom the beginning ofthe 20th century to the 
Second World War, when most Western countries had, in one way or an
other, put in place reproduction policies that included sections on abortion 
and contraception. These policies would be developed until they came under 
scrutiny in the 1960s and were revised in the 1970s. They are integrated into 
other political domains, in particular, that of the family, which did not 
change nearly as radically as did the policies of abortion and contraception 
after the 1960s. 

By analyzing the discourses on which the policies of abortion and contra
ception are based, we can shed light on the terms of the social construction 
of gender and the reproduction of male domination, to restate Pierre 
Bourdieu's terminology, as far as the nature of the relations between the 
sexes is concerned. Gender construction and the reproduction ofmale dorni
nation happen in the long term; they are present implicitly and explicitly in 
institutions, such as laws, social practices, and in public discourse. They do 
not evolve without widespread and radical criticism and rarely in an abrupt 
and complete manner. The sexual order formulated in the first half of the 
19th century was severely criticized by the feminist movement in the 1970s, 
but some of its principles still structure the way we live and think. 

IAbortion and Contraception: A Po!itical and Socia! History 

My point of departure in this study of abortion and contraception policies 
was Michel Foucault's hypothesis, now considered a classic: that the history 
of sexuality cannot be written as a history of centuries of repression followed 
by enlightenment and humanism. Thus, we have approached sexuality as a 
social construction whose very regulations are essential to its existence; we 
have understood the politics of sexuality and its related domains to be a 
game that is more subtle than a simple matter of the absence or presence of 
repression. 

COMPARATIV 15 (2005), Heft 3, S. 14·38. 
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The next step was to grant policy another status than that of an epiphe
nomenon, that is, a simple ftmction of economic and social history. On the 
contrary, in my view policy represents a very real power struggle, one of 
principles, interpretations, and symbols that structure social relationships. 
This struggle is waged at different levels of society; some of its outcomes are 
measured in terms of laws, nonns, and institutions. Policy, included herein, 
plays a fundamental role in the reproduction and evolution of a society. As 
an element in a process of signification, politics lead a partly autonomous 
existence. 

The politicization of a fact 01' an event is not the simple reflection of a new 
state of affairs. The sudden appearance of a political issue and its formula
tion as a problem are at stake. It is the very essence of politics. Abortion and 
contraception were not new phenomena when, at the end ofthe 19th century 
and the beginning of the 20th, they became a severe social problem for poli
ticians, one requiring a new policy. This study is based on the printed pro
ceedings of debates in the bicameral Swedish and French parliaments, as 
weil as on govemment bills, parliamentary bills, opinions of parliamentary 
commissions, texts of the laws themselves, and reports of official commit
tees of inquiry appointed by the govemments 01' parliaments. 1 

1.1 The case in France 

In France, the modem policy goveming abortion and contraception took 
shape during the 1910s and, unlike Sweden's, would hardly change during 
the subsequent fifty years. The political context was that of a parliamentary 
republican regime that had been finnly established for some thirty years. 
However, this democracy was a male democracy in which women were not 
pennitted either to vote 01' be elected to office. They were absent as subjects 
of debates and official inquiries, which are among the primary sources for 
this current study. 

France 's attention to the matter of abortion and contraception as a political 
problem at the beginning of the 20th century was in keeping with a way of 
thinking that focused on the issue of thc relative decrease of the French 
population compared to that of other countries, in particular Germany. An 

Except in rare instances, it is impossible for me to cite every source on which this 
analysis and its exposition are based. For this reason, reference to the appropriate 
sections of my thesis, where the sources are presented and analyzed systcmatically, 
will be made: Elisabeth Elgan, Genus ach politik: En jämförelse mellan svensk och 
fransk abort- och preventivmedelspolitik frän sekelskiftet till andra världskriget, 
Uppsala 1994, p. 176. When sourees, French 01' Swedish, are cited their titles are 
not, for obvious reasons, translated into English. 
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Elisabeth Eigan 

inseparable eouple in the Freneh geopolitieal vision, Franee and Germ~ny 

represented two opposite ~oles in whieh the power of one ~as, of nee.esslt~, 

the weakness ofthe other. For abrief period during the Thlrd Republie, thlS 
duality seemed so intense that people spoke of a "German erisis" in Freneh 
inteIleetuallife.J 

The demographie obsession, and more partieularly pronatalism - the de
sire 10 see the birth rate inerease in Franee - is very mueh present in the pe
riod we are studying here. It is possible to link this obsession with medical 
seience, whieh beeame the paradigm tor understanding and guiding the de
velopment of societies on thc road to modemization.4 

Pronatalism penetrated almost all poli!ieal trends and united Catholies and 
Republieans under the same eonvietion.' Its unifying aspeet explains its slle
eess, whieh ean also be measured in terms of the tentative reaetions of the 
left. During the entire 1910-1920 period, when new legislation on abortion 
and eontraeeption was debated, only two Socialist members of parliamem 
voieed opposition with regard to the omnipresent pronata1ism.6 

In 1920, Franee's eleeted representatives adopted a poliey aimed at put
ting a halt to aIl information, publie debates, and advertising surroun~ing 

eontraeeptives and abOttion, as weIl as 10 the publie sale of eontraeeptlves 
and abortifaeients. The penalties speeified for individuals who did not obey 
these interdietions ranged from fines to prison.7 

In 1923, the system put into plaee in 1920 was reinforeed by a law whose 
aim was to make the judieial repression of abortion more effeetive by trans
ferring the abortion trials from populist juries who, it was feit were too quick 
to pardon, to professional judges. The punishments were shortened; by doing 
so, the legislature hoped to encourage the judges to waver less in their abor
tion eonvietions.8 

However, it would be wrong to view the Third Republie's abortion and 
eontraeeption poliey as solely an issue of repression. Its fuJl meaning ean 

2 Elgan, Genus (note 1), pp. 188-191.
 
3 Claude Digeon, La crise allemande de la pensee fran~aise: 1870-1914, Paris 1959.
 
4 For the connection between medicine, the medica1 profession, and Frem:h society,
 

see Leonard, Jacques, La medecinc entre les savoirs et les pouvoirs: Histoire intel
lectuelle et politique de la medecine fran<;aise au XIXe siede, Paris 1981, p. 149f. 

5 Elgan, Genus (note 1), pp. 184-188, 191f. . 
6 Journaux Officiels, Debats parlementaires, Chambrc des Deputes, Compte rendu m 

extenso, 23 juillet 1920, Andre Berthon; Journaux Officiels, Debats parlementaires, 
Chambre des Deputes, Compte rendu in extenso, 23 juillet 1920, Paul Morucci. 

7 Lai reprimant la provocation a l'avortement cl a la propagande anticonceptionnelle, 
in: Journal Officiel de la Republique fran~aise, 1 aout 1920; EJgan, Genus (note I), 
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only be derived in relation to other family and social policy measures that 
contributed just as actively in the creation of a climate favorable to a higher 
birth rate. An active French family policy began before the First World War, 
which meant that, early on, France provided for different types of family al
lowances. 

This method of dealing with what was believed to be harmful to the birth 
rate, abortion and contraception, and with what were regarded as material 
obstacles to the creation oflarge families came to fruition in 1939, in aseries 
of pronatalist legislative texts known as the code of the family (code de la 
familIe). This "code" included reforms that had been debated for a long time, 
as weil as updates and co-ordination of several reforms already in effecl. The 
repression of abortion, for example, was reinforced on this occasion.9 

The application ofthe 1920 law appears to have been somewhat tentative: 
contraceptives were still being sold, and the effect of the legislation on the 
number of trials and convictions was very weak. 1o For example, in relative 
numbers, there were fewer convictions in France than in Sweden for infrac
tions of the law prohibiting the propagation of contraceptives. 11 I believe, 
thel'efore, that it is necessary to bring up the issue of the normative and dis
cursive aspects of the French legislation as regards malters of abortion and 
contraception. Perhaps its aim was, above all else, to affirm, loud and cleal', 
the consensus of opinion among Catholics and Republicans regarding their 
desire to see the birth rate increase. 

Another goal voiced by the legislature as it adopted the 1920 law was to 
put an end to the neo-Malthusian agitation that France had been experiencing 
since before the First World War. 12 This movement, backed by powerful an

8	 Loi modifiant les dispositions de I'article 3 I7 du Code penal sur I'avortement. in: 
Journal Officiel de 1a Republique [ranyaise, 29 mars 1923; Elgan, Genus (note I), 
pp. 82-83,92. 

9	 Decret relatif a la familIe et ala natalite franyaises, in: Journal Officiel de la Repu
blique franyaise, 30 juilIet 1939, pp. 9607-9626. 

10	 On the application of the 1920 law, see Jeanne Pages, Le contröle des naissances en 
France et a1'etranger, Paris 1971, pp. 56f., 175 ff.; D.V. Glass, The effectiveness of 
abortion legislation in six countries, in: The Modern Law Review, 1938, pp. 97-125; 
Roger-Henri Guerrand/Francis Ronsin, Le sexe apprivoise: Jeanne Humbert et la 
lutte pour le contrale des naissances, Paris 1990, passim; Francis Ronsin, La greve 
des ventres: Propagande neo-malthusienne et baisse de la natalite franyaise, XIXe
XXe siecle, Paris 1980, passim; Angus McLaren, Sexuality and Social Order: The 
debate over fertility of women and workers in France 1770-1920, New York 
1983, pp. 182; Eigim, Genus (note I), pp. 88·92. 

11 Eigan, Genus (note 1), pp. 90-92. 
J2 This movement has been the subject of many studies in France. See in particular 

Ronsin. La greve des ventres (note 10); GuerrandiRonsin, Le sexe apprivoise (note 
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archist and labor-revolutionary forces, disappeared at just about the same 
time as the 1920 law appeared on the scene. Nevertheless, one would be jus
tified in asking if the cause and effect link between these two phenomena is 
as obvious as one might have thought. It is true that the legislature was 
openly pJeased to see the neo-Malthusians, who opposed pronatalism, disap
pear. However, except for a couple of shows of force against some symbolic 
fJgureheads of the Malthusian movement, we cannot refer to this as mass 
repression. 13 Of course, it is possible that some self-censorship was imposed 
by the neo-Malthusians after passage ofthe 1920 law, however I believe that 
their disappearance from the French political scene can be explained first 
and foremost by the general evolution of the balance of political power be
tween the right and the left and between leftist trends, of which large seg
ments feIt some compassion for pronatalism. 

1.2 The case in Sweden 

If the term pronatalist best characterizes the French abortion and contracep
tion policy dunng the period we are studying, than the term medicalization 
summarizes the direction in which Swedish policy in this area evolved. The 
Swedish abortion and contraception policy went through several phases from 
the turn of the century to the Second World War and seems to have paral
leled the country's political history. In the 1910s, when the questions that 
interest us came before parliament for the first time, the country was on the 
road to democratization. Old institutions, inherited from an authoritarian and 
hierarchical society, had only recently been abrogated. 

Thus, the corporate monopoly and corporatist regulation of professions 
disappeared between 1846 and 1864 and the work obligation in 1865. Be
tween 1858 and 1884, civil rights were granted progressively to single 

[0); Roger-Henri Ouerrand, La [ibre maternite, Tournai 1971; Roger-Henri Ouer
rand, Socialisme et neo-malthusianisme dans I'entre-deux-geurres, in: Antoinette 
fauve-Chamoux (ed.), Malthus hier et aujourd'hui: Congres international de demo
graphie historique, Paris, 1984, pp.387-392; Andre Bejin, Condorcet, precur~eur du 
neo-malthusiansime, in: Histoire, economie et societe, 1988, pp. 347-354; Andre Be
jin. ?\co-malthusianisme. populationisme et eugenisme en France de 1870-1914, in: 
Jacques Dupaquier (ed.). Histoire de Ja population franyaise, vol. 3, Paris 1988, pp. 
481-497: Andre Armengaud, Les Francais et Malthus. Paris 1975; Andre Armen
gaud. :-'louv'ement oUHier et neo-malthusianisme au debut du XXe siecle, in: Anna
les ce la der;lOgraphie historique, 1966, pp. 7-19; Michelle Permt, Ma1thusianisme et 
socialisme. in: Antoinette Fauve-Chamoux (ed.), Ma1thus hier et aujourd'hui: 
Congres internaTional de demographie historique, Paris 1984, pp. 357-370, 

13	 On the suppression of the neo-Malthusian movement, sec primarily Ouer
rand Ronsin. Le sexe apprivoise (note 10). 
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women; in 1866, two chambers elected through direct or indirect suffrage 
based on tax quotas replaced state representation to the parliament, on the 
model of the Ancien Regime; and in 1901, a modem army, using the draft, 
was created. 

Little by little, suffrage was expanded, and by 1910 it included all adult 
males, with a few exceptions. The idea of true universal suffrage, however, 
had not yet been accepted. It was not until 1921 that the first elections with 
tme universal suffrage for both men and women were held. 

In 1910, the Swedish parliamentary system was still in its infancy: the 
principle that the govemment should reflect the majority of the Parliament 
and not the will of the king was making inroads. In 1914, the king made one 
last attempt to assert his authority on the govemment's policies, after which 
his real power was curtailed. 

The spring of 1910 ushered in the first phase of the Swedish policy in 
matters of abortion and contraception, when the Conservative govemment 
quickly passed a law prohibiting the public sale of and information on con
traceptive methods. 14 However, the law barely passed in the lower house, 
since it was in the hands of the Swedish left of the times, a coalition of Lib
erals and Social Democrats united in the stmggle for a democratic system. 

In Sweden, the primary motive invoked in 1910 for wanting to curtail the 
distribution of contraceptives was not the pressing need to sustain the birth 
rate but the belief that contraceptives encouraged moral corruption. 15 This 
argument arose from the desire to channel sexuality in society. It corre
sponds very weil with a conservative political outlook that is based on an 
organic, rather than an individualistic view of society and on distrust regard
ing the ability ofmen to govem themselves. Therefore, most ofthe individu
als who supported this line ofthinking were recruited from among the Con
servatives. The desire to supervise sexuality, however, was not restricted to 
conservative reasoning. Later on, we will see the same inability to leave 
sexuality "alone" among other political groups . 

Although the medical discourse ofthe period also emphasized the medical 
and physiological dangers ofunbridled sexuality, it was, above all, its social 
consequences that were debated in Sweden in 1910. Free love, the term used 
by some participants to the debate, ran the risk of shaking the very founda.. 
tions of society, primarily the family. Sexuality, understood as a pressing 
physical need, a force of nature, must allow itself to be repressed by a pow
erful morality. In the belief that the distribution of advice on daily hygiene 
and moderation proposed by those opposed to this policy was not sufficient, 

14 Svensk FörfattningssamJing 1910:51. 
15 Eigan, Genus (note I), pp. 101-]04. 
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the majority passed the Swedish law prohibiting the diffusion of contracep
tives in 1910. 16 

The left, which opposed the 1910 law, did so in the name of humanism. It 
accused the law on contraceptives of cont1icting with the principles of free
dom of expression. However, these humanists also supported the fight 
against moral corruption, claiming that they shared its objectives but not the 
means of accomplishing them. 17 

This first period ofthe Swedish policy on contraceptiol1 and abortion also 
sees the enactment, in 1921, of a modem abortion law. 18 This new law de
creased the penalties for abortions. As opposed to France, the purpose ofthe 
law was not to make the pursuit of abortion offences more efficient. The 
Swedish abortion law of 1921 was part of a general evolution of the theory 
of criminal law in which the signification and the length of the punishment 
evolved.19 It is precisely this evolution that can be linked to the liberal hu
manism just mentioned; the new law was planned during aperiod in which 
the Liberals came to power through a coalition with the Social Democrats, 
The conservatives opposed this reform in the name ofthe fight against moral 
corruption, while its supporters defended it easily, saying they were protect
ing a vulnerable being, at the limit of judicial incapacity, namely, woman, 
whose nature required that she be treated gently.20 

The second period of the Swedish policy on abortion and contraception 
begins in 1922, when Arthur Engberg, a well-known Social Democrat and 
member of parliament who later became minister of education and ecclesias

• 21 H' dtical affairs, proposed a bill to reform the law on contraceptlves. IS wor s 
heralded a new method, one that could be described as hygienist in nature, to 
tackle the issues of abortion and contraceptives. This line of reasoning would 
result in the supersession of the conservative position regarding the fight 
against moral COiTUption with repressive measures. By hygienist, I mean the 
development of social reforms based on a permanent and prevailing concern 
for public health. The proponents of public hygiene in the Swedish parlia
ment, primarily Social Democrats, demanded the repeal of, or at least, re
strictions on the 1910 law, so that doctors would be allowed to freely con
duct a campaign against venereal diseases and mention the use of condorns 

16 Ibid., pp. 113-116.
 
17 Ibid., pp. 107,112.
 
18 Svensk Författningssamling 1921:298.
 
19 Göran Inger, Svensk rättshistoria. 3rd edition, Lund 1986, pp. 235-250.
 
20 EJgan, Genus (note 1),pp.I11-113.
 
21 Riksdagstryck, Bihang till riksdagens protokoll, Motioner väckta inom Andra
 

kammaren, Nr. 141, 1922. Sec also: Riksdagstryck, Bihang till riksdagens protokoll, 
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as a means of protection.22 As far as abortion is concerned, the demands 
from the members ofparliament for reform were less pressing, but the matter 
was still debated, not only in parliament but also in leftist organizations. The 
demand for reform was centered on the need to allow some exceptions to the 
ban on abortions.23 

During this period, abortion in Sweden and in France was permitted in 
those cases in which the mother's health was in grave danger. The supporters 
of public hygiene wanted to extend this concession to permit doctors to can'y 
out abortions for eugenic or humanitarian reasons, this latter category to in
clude victims ofrape and individuals suffering from psychological disorders. 
In the mid-1930s, many Swedish women's organizations fought for abortion 
rights for women who, on their doctor's advice, needed abortions because 
they had large families and serious social problems.24 

For its part, the leftist Swedish Communist party submitted to parliament 
several bills with a vague feminist point of view to parliament. These bills 
could be construed as meaning that a woman should have the right to decide 
whether she wanted an abortion 01' not. However, when other members of 
parliament questioned the intent of these bills, the Communists denied that 
they wanted women to have this right.25 

From 1925 to around 1935, the supporters of the fight against moral cor
ruption lost ground to hygienism, which represented a victory for a particular 
concept of medicine related to social progress, a concept that pleased the left. 
Without denying the dangers of moral COiTUption and free love, the victori
ous hygienists advanced social prevention and education as solutions to the 
problem. If living conditions, from both a cultural and material standpoint, 
were improved, unbridled sexuaJity would disappeal' on its own. The victory 
of hygienism also reflected Sweden's political history in the 1920s and 
1930s whcn, !ittle by !ittle, leftist forces triumphed over conservative ones. It 
is also important to note that with women's suffrage, the voices of women 
often made themselves heard in parliamentary debates and official inquiries 

22 Eigan, Genus (note I), pp. 123-126.
 
23 Ibid., pp. 75-76, 129.
 
24 lbid., pp. 63-64.
 
25 Riksdagstryck, Bihang till riksdagens protokoll, Molioner väckta inom Andra
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into abortion and contraception. The majority, but by no means all , were 
' 26members ofthe progressive camp. 

The second phase of the history of Swedish policies goveming abOition 
and contraception ended in the 1930s, when hygienism evolved towards a 
more general social reform, one that was less fixated on public health. In the 
name of medical science, the proponents of public hygiene were fighting a 
society that, in their eyes, was archaic, authoritarian, and socially unjust. The 
new reformists, generally described as social engineers in Sweden, designed 
a new society and participated in the development of institutions that assured 
its implementation.27 The best representatives of this way of thinking, and 
probably those who enjoyed the largest audience in the 1930s and 1940s, 
were the husband and wife team of Gunnar and Alva Myrdal. Closely 
aligned with the Social Democratic party, these social scientists became a 
public sensation in 1934 when they published a book in which they used 

, fi d' .pronatalist arguments to promote sOClal re orms. 28 Accor mg to thelr reason
ing, it was necessary to raise the Swedish birth rate with an innovative fam
ily and social policy bill comprising a number ofreforms intended to change 
the entire society. These reforms ranged from the transformation of produc
tion in order to free the means necessary for putting the reforms into piace, 
to the creation of nursery schools and housing similar to that proposed by Le 
Courbusier in France after the war. The ideas of Alva and Gunnar Myrdal 
achieved great success in Sweden very quickly and their dissemination cor
responds to the period in which the Social Democrats, separated from their 
former liberal allies, became the primary political power in Sweden and took 
the reins of govemment in their hands. 

This reformist trend changed the course of Swedish abortion policy in a 
restrictive sense. In 1934, a reform was being developed as the Myrdals were 
publishing their book. This reform, based on principles of hygienism, would 

26 Eigan, Genus (note I), pp. 146-150, 158-169. 
27 In her research, the Swedish historian Yvonne Hirdman emphasizes the utopian 

heritage in the view of these specialists on social life. Yvonne Hirdman, Att lägga 
livet till rätta: Studier i svensk folkhemspolitik, Stockholm 1989. 

28 Alva MyrdaliGunnar Myrdal, Kris i befolkningsfrägan, Stockholm 1934. 
For Alva and Gunnar Myrdal and family policy, see, among others: Allan Carlsson, 
The Swedish experiment in family politics, New Brunswick 1990, passim; Hirdman, 
Att lägga livet till rätta (note 27), pp. 98-127; Yvonne Hirdman, Alva Myrdal: En 
studie i feminism, in: Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift, 1988, no. 4, pp. 15-30; Ulf 
Cervin, Makarna Myrdal och befolkningstragan, Lund 1976; Staffan KälIström, Den 
gode nihilisten: Axel Hägerström och striderna kring Uppslalafilosofin, Stockholm 
1984, pp. 101-139; Ann-Katrin Hatje, Befolkningsfrägan och väWirden: Debatten 
om familjepolitik och nativitetsökning under 1930- och I940-talen, Stockholm 
1974, passim. 
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authorize abortions in cases ofrape, psychological disorders, mental disabili
ties, and any risk of transmitting a handicap or other hereditary illness, as 
weil as in cases of serious social or economic problems. Following the de
bate set in motion by the pronatalist Myrdal book, this last point regarding 
new abortion legislation disappeared with the argument that in the new soci
ety it would no longer be necessary to authorize abortions for social and 
economic reasons because these reasons would disappear. 29 

The contraception policy was one ofthe cornerstones ofthe reformist edi
fice. The concept of contraception was to be disseminated in the framework 
of sex education designed to improve conjugal li fe and prevent unwanted 
pregnancies. Citizens were to be made to understand that it was their duty to 
give to their country and people as many children as their economic, social 
and physical situation permitted, no more, no less. 

In 1938, the successive efforts ofthe supporters ofpublic hygiene and the 
social reformists led to areform of the entire Swedish abortion and contra
ception policy. Simultaneously, the reform comprised a degree of liberaliza
tion, as well as more restrictions. Abortion and the public sale of contracep
tives was to be permitted in certain cases. However, the sale of 
contraceptives and information on their existence and use was subject to 
numerous controls and regulations. Abortions were permitted in those in
stances mentioned above, with the exception of the socio-economic c1ause. 
The decision to abort would rest with the doctors, not with the pregnant 
woman in question.30 In reality, it appears that the new abortion policy 
merely formalized what was al ready being practiced in hospitals.31 

In alllikelihood, the consequence of the 1938 reform of the Swedish pol
icy on abortion and contraception was increased medicalization regarding 
sexual and reproductive matters. In addition to deciding on abortions for 
thcir paticnts, the medical establishment also had the power to approve or 
deny the sale ofvarious contraceptives. 

Even before the reform, some major cities had already opened offices in 
hospitals for the dissemination of information on sexuality and contracep
tion, often with the explicit aim of undermining the Swedish birth control 
movement, which was booming at the time. 32 

29 Elgan, Genus (note I), pp. 167-169, 175.
 
30 Svensk Författningssamling 1938:318-319, pp. 566-572.
 
31 Hatje Befolkningsfragan (note 28), p. \ 38; Statens offentliga Utredningar
 

1944:51, pp. 54 ff. 
32 For the Swedish birth control movement, see Lena Lennerhed, Sex i folkhemmet: 

RFSU:s tidiga historia, Hedemora et al. 2002; 40 är med RFSU, Stockholm 1973; 
Elise Ottcscn-Jensen, Livet skrev, Stockholm 1986. 
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Eugenics was also part of this medicalization. For a number of years, all 
sorts of eugenic ideas had been very popular in Sweden, and in addition to 
eugenic abort ions, the hospitals perfonned - within a completely legal 
framework - quasi-obligatory sterilizations on people considered simple
minded, mentally iB, or asocial.33 Abortions as a result ofrape or incest wcre 
also part of eugenic praetices because the experts emphasized the poor ge
netie material passed on by at least one ofthe parents. 

In my opinion, however, it would be wrong to view this mediealization as 
the result of a conscientious strategy on the part of the sole medieal estab
lishment to take away from women, or any other soeial group, the control of 
their own fertility. Assigning the medical establishment the role of final arbi
ter in matters of reproduetion and sexuality was the strategy of all those who, 
in the 1920s and 1930s, fought for areform of the abortion and eontracep
tion poliey, including the Swedish birth contra! movement.34 

2 Abortion and Contraception: A Comparative History 

2.1 Why compare them? 

In spite ofthe very eonvineing plea by Mare Bloch at the International Con
gress of Historians in 1928 in support of comparative h~story, European his

. d . 3,torians do not generally eompare countnes an nations. 

33	 In recent years, numerous books and articles have appeared on the sterilizations in 
Sweden. Among the most important Swedish studies, the foJJowing deserve men
tion: Gunnar Broberg/Matlias Tyden, Oönskade i folkhemmet: Rasyhygien och 
sterlisering i Sverige, Stockholm 2000; MaUa Runds, Slerliseringar i folkhemmet, 
Stockholm 1998; Gunnar Broberg (ed.), Fern uppsatser om steriliseringen i Sverige, 
Lund 2000; Mattias Tyden, Frän politik till praktik: Oe svenska steriliseringslagarna 
1935-1975. Rapport till 1997 ars steriliseringsutredning, Stockholm 2000, and 2nd, 
enlarged edition Stockholm 2002. 

34 For the fascination with medical science and doctors in the Swedish political dis
course, see Eigan, Genus (note 1), pp. 123-183. 

35	 Afterwards, Bloeh's aecount was published under the title "For a comparative his· 
tory of European societies" in: Revue de synthese, 1928, no. 46, pp. 15-50. For the 
Scandinavian countries and the issue of cornparative history, see Torkel Jansson, 
Agrarsamhällets fOrändring och landskommunal organisation: En kontut1eckning av 
1800-talets Norden, Uppsala 1987; Ulf Jonsson , Komparation: en strategi för alt 
fänga breda samhälleliga fOrändringsmönster och processer, in: Ulf JonssoniJahan 
Söderberg (eds,), Fran vida falt: Festskrift till Ralf Adamson 25.10.1987, Stockholm 
1987, pp. 125-143; Magnus Mörner, Komparation: Att vidga historiska perspektiv, 
in: Seandia, 1981, pp. 225-243; Syntese, analyse, komparasjon. Konferensrapport 
frän Nordiska fackonferensen i historisk metodlära 1970; Eva Österberg, Forskning 
om det äldre svenska samhället: I dag, i gär, i morgon?, in: Historisk Tidskrift, 1980, 
pp. 483-499. 
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For Marc Bloch, comparison is not a method that follows trom a specific 
theory on the evolution of societies or the bonds between them; it is a tool. 
Comparisons permit researchers to discover phenomena that at first go unno
ticed because the possibility of their existence is not addressed. The differ
ences and similarities observed in the course of a comparison generate new 
questions. Similarities can also raise the issue of possible influences. With a 
better grasp of the research objective, one can advance general explanatory 
hypotheses with greater confidence. 

Using a systematic and theoretical approach, two American sociologists, 
Theda Skocpol and Margaret Somers, propose the classification of compara
tive studies into three categories. They call the first "parallel comparison", in 
which a comparison offers more examples to iIlustrate a theory than the 
study of one single country or region could possibly do. The second, "a con· 
trasting comparison", deals with the spedficity of each case studied in order 
to outline a potential theory. The third category, known as "macroanalytic", 
tests explanatory hypotheses and, taking into account the differences, simi
larities, limits, and possibilities ofproposed hypotheses, improves them.36 

In this research on the first policies regarding abortion and contraception, 
I attempted to implement Marc Bloeh's suggestions. Thus, I needed a subject 
and countries capable of providing a rieh and justi fiable comparison. 

I thought it would be interesting to compare abortion and contraception 
polides in Sweden and France from the point ofview ofthe sodal construc
tion of the difference between the sexes and the sodal inequalities of the 
sexes. The question ofthe nature ofthe gender system and its reproduction is 
just such an area in which comparison allows fundamental hypotheses or 
generalizations that go beyond the subject being studied. 

The decision to compare France and Sweden is linked to my own univer
sity trajectory. In order to undertake a comparison, one must be very farniliar 
with the history, languages, and archives of the two countries. It is therefore 
rather common for the question of comparison to be reversed, that is, the 
countries to be compared are often fixed trom the start and it is the subject 
matter that must be chosen from within a given field of research. Thus, the 
essential question beeomes: how to conduct a comparison that conveys new 
knowledge, not only on factual and descriptive levels, by the elucidation of 
differences and similarities, but also on the level of hypotheses or historical 
generalizations? As I explained, it seemed possible to follow these require
ments by choosing - in the area of research on the social relations of the 

36 Theda Skocpol/Margaret Somers, The uses of comparative history in macrosocia\ 
inquiry, in: Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 22 (1980), pp. 174· 
197. 
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sexes - the issue ofthe social construction of sexual differences between the 
sexes in the framework of abortion and contraception policies. 

I could have chosen other countries instead of Sweden and France, as long 
as they had political activities surrounding the issues of abortion and contra
ception. But the choice of France and Sweden as points of comparison is a 
valid one. In fact, the French policy regarding abortion and contraception 
during the period in question seems to be sufficiently distanced from the 
Swedish one to make this fruitful "face-to-face" possible, which is in itself 
the process of comparison. Moreover, France was in the European vanguard 
regarding voluntary restrictions on births. In the Swedish debate at the be
ginning ofthe 20th century, France is often cited as leading the way when it 
comes to both the distribution of contraceptives and contraception policy. 37 

2.2 What does the comparison teach us? 

Up to this point we have described the French and Swedish abortion and 
contraception policies from the point of view of social and political history. 
We have been able to appraise the role that the medical discourse played, in 
various guises, in both France and Sweden. Public hygiene and social re
fonnism played predominant roles in the Swedish abortion and contracep
tion policy, most notably in its evolution from a repressive policy, compara
tively similar to the one practiced in France during this period, to one of 
medical nonnalization and supervised liberalization. On the other hand, it 
appears that the omnipresence of pronatalist preoccupations explains the 
fonn taken by France's abOltion and contraception policy. 

Thus, two questions arise: why did the public hygiene movement have 
such a deep influence in Sweden, while we find no trace of it in the French 
abortion and contraception policy? Why was pronatalism such an important 
factor in France but so marginal in Sweden until the mid- I930s? 

I believe that the Iimited influence of hygienism in France can be ex
plained by the importance placed on pronatalism. Yet, concems regarding 
venereal diseases were also present in France and, according to Alain Cor
bin, the campaigns around these questions were very important.38 However, 
in the French debate on the suppression of contraceptives, we do not see any 
mention of their prophylactic use to prevent venereal disease. This is proba

37 We can also underline the fact that the first British neo-Malthusians. as well as the 
founders of the American birth control movement, claimed to be inspired by the 
French example on the use of contraceptive methods and means. Cr. Linda Gardon, 
Woman's Body, Woman's Rights: Birth Control in America, 2nd edition. ~ew York 
1990, p. 2f.; McLaren, Sexuality (note 10), pp. 98,154,166: Angus ~lcLaren, A 
History of Contraception: From antiquity to the present, Oxford 1990. p. 216. 
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bly due to the fact that in France, the fear of venereal diseases, just like the 
fear of moral corruption, was integrated into a broader view conceming the 
degeneration of society and individuals, of which a decreased birth rate was 
considered one of its primary signs.39 However, I believe it would be a mis
take to view French pronatalism as being the opposite of hygienism, even if, 
in the Swedish context, the latter inspires a different policy. The two are 
close to each other in their preoccupation - the relationship between sexual
ity and society - and they both developed out ofthe medical discourse.40 

The French demographic doctrine, the importance ofwhich for pronatalist 
ideas cannot be underestimated, is the creation of several doctors, most nota
bly Louis-Adolphie Bertillon. His son, Jacques, extended the work with 
demographic and pronatalist tracts intended for the general public and the 
creation of The National Alliance lor the Growth 01 the French Population, 
at the end ofthe 19th and the beginning ofthe 20th century.41 This CUlTent 
research has permitted me to observe the very active role played in parlia
ment by French doctors, obviously all men, who opposed abortion and con
traception. Together with their legal coUeagues, they dominated the debates 
and enacted policy in this domain.42 According to other researchers, French 
doctors also played an important and active role in spreading a pronatalist 
message outside of parliament, one that opposed contraceptives and abor
tion.43 

38 Alain Corbin, Lc peril venerien au debut du siecle: prophylaxie sanitaire et prophy
laxie morale, Recherches 1977. pp. 245-284; Rohert A. Nye, Crime, Madness and 
Polities in Modern France, Princeton 1984, pp. 161 ff. 

39 On the subject of the connection between the fear of degeneration and a deelining 
birth rate, see Nye, Crime (note 38), pp. 63 ff. 

40 Cf. Jacques Leonard who, in La mcdecine entre les savoirs et !es pouvoirs, Paris 
1981, pp. 149-169, underseores the existenee of a strong current of hygienism 
among French doctors in the 19th century. 

41	 On this subject, see, for exarnple, Bejin, Neo-malthusianisme (note 12); Leonard, La 
medecine (note 40), pp. 159 ff.; Alain Becchia, Les mi1ieux parIementaires et la de
population de 1900 a 1914, in: Communications, 1986, no. 44, pp. 201-246. On the 
way in which pronatalism used and abused demographie indicators, see Herve Le 
Bras, Marianne et les 1apins: L'obsession demographique, Paris 1991, passim; Mi
chael S. TcitelbaumlJay M. Winter, The Fear of Population Dec1ine, Orlando 1985, 
pp. 4-11. 

42 E1gan, Genus (note I), pp. 82-87, 184-217,226-229. 
43	 Leonard, La medecine (note 40), pp. 160 ff., 319 ff.; McLaren, Sexuality (note 10); 

Karen Offen, Depopulation, Nationalism and Feminism in Fin-de-Siecle France, in: 
American Historical Review, 1984, pp. 648-676; Jacques Dupäquier, Combien 
d'avortements en France avant 19147, in: Communications, 1986, no. 44, pp. 87
106; Jacques Uonard, Les origines et les consequences de l'eugenisme en France, 
in: Annales de demographie historique, 1985, pp. 203-214. 
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It is important to emphasize the progressive aspect of certain political 
practices in the medical discourse. Confidence in science and in a social pol
icy that would be inspired by their principles was a characteristic common to 
proponents of both hygienism and pronatalism. This positivism was as much 
apart of the ideology of France's Third Republic, as it was of the Swedish 
leftist liberal and social democratic ideology in the 1920s. We have here one 
of the reasons for the success of both pronatalism and hygienism; however, it 
does not explain why this biological view of the world, biopolitics to go 
back to Michel Foucault's term, adopts the form of hygienism in Sweden 
and pronatalism in France. 

France's Third Republic was a construction that is the result of hope born 
out of the French Revolution and of a century of subsequent confrontations 
between the defenders of egalitarian ideals, justice, and democracy, and the 
defenders of organie authoritarianism. FinaBy achieved at the end of the 19th 
century, and after the first conflicts were over, the longed-for Republic was 
in danger of splitting apart under the contradictory hopes and interests of its 
supporters. However, the republican ideology was sufficiently strong to sup
port this structure until the Second World War. In my opinion, pronatalism 
represented one way of revitalizing the vaciBating republicanism. In effect, it 
gave substance, in the strict as weB as the figurative sense, to the nation and 
created alliances around this project with powers that, while not republican, 
were nevertheless nationalist in character. The geopolitical vision of a 
France menaced by a much stronger Germany was essential for forging 
French national unity, and pronatalism made it possible to explain France's 
weakness: not enough men were being born because the citizens, in their 
selfishness, refused to put collective interests before personal ones.44 

In Sweden, the left was struggling to get rid of the remains of the old re
gime and, as the country rapidly bccame industrialized and modernized, 
sought to put issues of democracy, social justice, and equality on the agenda. 
In this context, it was pointless to look for national cohesion among contra
dictory interests or to give substance to anational unifying projecl. Ihis con
frontation is also evident in the policy of abortion and contraception, in 
which the organie vision of the conservative right that emphasized the role 
of interdictions to contain moral corruption and support the nuclear family 
was in opposition to the progressive leftist vision for whom medicine must, 
at aB costs, apply the benefits of its knowledge to everyone. In this frame

44A lain Becchia, in his study of pronatalism in parliament at the turn of the century, 
outlines the same hypothesis. Becchia speaks of"a new nationaIism", which would 
make the success of pronatalism understandable in these surroundings. Becchia, Les 
milieux (note 41), 
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work, undesirable behavior should be contained by education and culture, 
not by repression. 

In conclusion, it appears that the very different political histoIies of Swe
den and France constitute a possible explanation for the success ofthe public 
hygiene movement in Sweden and the development of pronatalism in 
France. Yet, pronatalism aroused considerable interest in Sweden beginning 
in the mid-1930s, a phenomenon that can be explained by the new political 
situation in the country, which, at the time, resembJed more closely France's 
state of affairs during the Third Republic. In the mid-l930s, with the domi
nance ofthe Social Democratic party, one could, in effect, consider the battle 
between the Conservatives and the Progressives to be over. In this modem 
and largely industrialized country, the Social Democratic victory was, at the 
same time, a victory for the labor movement. But since the Social Democrats 
could not really govem with only the support of the labor movement, they 
perfonned an ideological and pragmatic about-face that translated into the 
adoption of a new language and the promotion of social refonns.45 In my 
opinion, pronatalism is part of this new language, and its acceptance by the 
Social Democratic party gave it an air of modemity through the intennediary 
of ties to the group of young intellectuals that included Alva and Gunnar 
Myrdal. This about-face pennitted the Social Democratic party to turn to the 
middle classes and ally itself with the Agrarian party, both of which were 
still rather conservative and anti-modem. Thus, as was the case in France, 
Swedish pronatalism seems to have permitted different Eolitical currents to 
come together in a nationalist and progressive consensus. 6 

Swedish pronatalism does bear a striking resemblance to French pronatal
ism; nationalism is omnipresent in both movements. The nation was under
stood to be a biological unity, represented in France by the use of the tenn 
race and in Sweden by the use of the tenn people.47 Just as in Fl'ance, Swed
ish pronatalism was very interested in age pyramids. A population consisting 
of a few young people and many old people would bIing about devastating 
physicaJ, moral, and economic repercussions for the future of the people. 
Like in France, a rise in the birth rate was presented as the only remedy for 

45 On this subject, see, for cxample, Bengt Schüllerqvist, Frän kosackval till kohandel: 
SAP:s väg till makten (1928-33), Stockholm 1992. 

46 The Swedish historian Ann-Katrin Hatje, in her thesis on the Swedish pronatalist 
and family policy in the 1930s and 1940s, also emphasizes the federative aspect, be
yond political boundaries, of Swedish pronatalism. Hatje, Befolkningsfrägan (note 
28), p. 165. 

47 On the political use of the term people in Sweden during this period, see Lars 
Trägärdh, Varieties of Volkish ideologies, in: Bo Sträth (ed.), Language and the 
Construction of Class Identities, Göteborg 1990, pp. 25-54. 
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all of these dangers. Growth itself was considered beneficial, an engine of 
progress, proof of the nation's vitality, while a constant birth rate already 
signaled the beginning of the end: stagnation equaled retreat. The theory of 
communicating vessels was used in both countries to describe the inevitable 
consequences of a fall in the birth rate. The peaceful or warlike invasion by 
neighboring countries or distant people would inevitably result in a total de
crease in population density. The tone of Swedish pronatalism was just as 
alarmist as thaI of French pronatalism. If energetic measures were not taken 
immediately, the Swedish nation was in danger to disappear. Only by bring
ing children inlo the world or supporting the pronatalist policy could people 
demonstrate that they still possessed a life force. 48 

However, Swedish pronatalism differs from the French model in one very 
important respect, which explains why it did not produce the same repressive 
policy as that of France in the matter of abortion and contraception. In actual 
fact, Swedish pronatalism, through the expedient of reformism and social 
engineering, was the heir to hygienism, which, as we have seen, accorded a 
significant place to eugenics, an extreme version ofpublic hygiene. 

There was great concern in Sweden for what were called inferior human 
elements. Swedish pronatalism continuallY emphasized its belief that the 
quality ofthe population was as important as its quantity. Quality, as weil as 
covering the moral and physical living conditions of Ihe citizens, also 
flushed out those who were likely 10 pass on hereditary defects by prevent
ing them from having children. These defects included illnesses, such as 
blindness, but also certain forms of asocial behavior linked to hereditary 
flaws that were considered to be dangerous to society. According to this rea
soning, these individuals actually profited inappropriately from social policy 
by reproducing more quickly than the sane population, a situalion that could 
result in a dangerous imbalance that favored mental defectives.49 

Thus, I believe that the place of eugenics in Swedish pronatalism explains 
why, in the 1930s, its abortion and contraception policy did not have the 
same consequences as those in France. Concemed about both quality and 
quantity, Swedish pronatalism, including soeial reform, sought to influence 
all aspects of reproduction in its citizens. It was not merely a question of 
convincing people to have more children. Births should oceur in healthy 
families, with the number of children corresponding to their standards ofliv
ing. Which explains supervised liberty and enlightened civic education in the 
policy of contraception. It also explains the abortion pol icy that gave doclors 
the right to end pregnancies whose consequences eould be harmful trom the 

48 Elgan, Genus (note 1), pp. 240-241. 
49 Ibid" pp. 166-169. 
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point of view of public health, in the sense of the people's health as a bio
logical unity. 

In France, the issues of who should be allowed to bring children into the 
world and under what cireumstances were rarely broached in debates on 
abortion and contraception. Rather, the aim of the French pronatalist policy 
was to remove all of the obstacles that were said to be preventing citizens 
from giving free reign to a form of procreative instinct, the sign of strength 
and self-sacrifice.50 

One could question the limited success of eugenics in France. In his his
torical study of French medicine and doctors, Jacques Leonard emphasized 
the persistent intluence ofLamarckism in France, i.e., ofthe theory about the 
inheritance of acquired characteristics, which stands opposed to Darwinism. 
As Leonard notes, the idea of a ruthless and benefidal struggle for life is 
hardly compatible with the confidence ofthe Third Republic and the medical 
establishment, that supports it in opportunities for improving the "race" - the 
word used at the time to designate the French population - through educa
tion and social progress.51 French pronatalism shared this idea of progress, of 
the nation's revitalization and solidarity, and therefore constituted one of the 
obstacles to the introduction of eugenics into France.52 However, outside of 
scientific circles, social Darwinism was fairly popular before and around the 
turn to the 20th century. As we have seen, it appeared in the parliamentary 
debates on population in the concept that nations are subjected to constant 
struggles, in which those who are stronger inevitably attack those who are 

50 Ibid., pp. 184-231 . 
51 Leonard, La medecine (note 40), pp. 270 ff., 323f. See also Linda Clark, Social 

Oarwinism in France, Tuscaloosa, Al. 1984. 
52	 Leonard, Les origines (note 43); Le Bras, Marianne (note 41), p. 207f. However, 

France also had a theoretician on eugenics and social Oarwinism in the person of 
Vacher de Lapouge, whom the Israeli historian Zeev Sternhell cites for his impor· 
tance in giving birth to a modern, extreme right-wing theory in France; Clark, Social 
Oarwinism (note 51). On the subject of Vacher de Lapouge and eugenics in France, 
see also Bejin, Neo-malthusianisme (note 12); Andre Bejin, Le sang, le sens et le 
travail: Georges Vacher de Lapouge, darwiniste sodal, fondateur de 
I'anthroposociologie, in: Cahiers internationaux de sociologie, 1982, pp. 323-343, 
and the works of Pierre-Andre Taguie ff. On the subject of eugenics in France, see 
also the works of the French historian Alain Orouard, in particular: Alain Orouard, 
L'eugenisme en question: l'exemple de l'eugenisme " fran<;:ais", Paris 1999; Alain 
Orouard, Herman Lundborg et les eugenistes francais, in: Gesnerus, vol. 56 (1999), 
no. 3/4, pp. 241-259; Alain Orouard, Alexis Carrel 1873-1944: Oe la memoire a 
!'histoire, Paris 1995. 
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weaker. However, it was not able to push itself past the progressive and 
egalitarian optimism ofthe Third Republic. 53 

3 Abortion and Contraception: History ofthe Social Construction 
ofGender 

At this juncture, with a better understanding of the abortion and contracep
tion policies afforded by the eomparison, we should approach them from the 
point of view of their interaction with the social relations of the sexes and 
their eonsequenees for the social construetion of sexual difference. 

A widespread historical generalization emerges from the new field of re
search that the social relations of the sexes has oceupied for the past thirty 
years: the existence of two sexes is a social eonstruetion, a eomponent of all 
knovm soeieties, and not a stable, natural, or biologieal reality on whieh a 
logical social role - that of a woman or a man - can be modeled. In order to 
c1arify this hypothesis, English-speaking historians arrived at the use of the 
term gender, a tenn that, little by little, imposed itself on academic environ
ments in both Sweden and France. The use of this word, which has become 
more and more common, also demonstrates that the historians' interest 
moved from the question of "why is there inequality between the sexes" to 
"how does it happen? "Where do sexual inequalities stand? I-1ow do they 
evolve while changing and transfonning themselves? What justifies male 
domination in different historieal aml contemporary soeieties? With this per
spective, biology, instead of being the proof of the existenee of the sexes, 
becomes a domain invested in the production and reproduction of sexual dif
ference. The Ameriean historian Joan Seott proposes the study of the social 
construction of sexual inequality on four levels: the symbolie, the normative 
(religion, the scienees, edueation, law); the institutional (the family, the labor 
market, politics); and the personaL54 Inevitably, these four levels are neither 
homogeneous nor eonsistent; they may very weil contain contradictions. 

Aeeording to Seott, sexual differenee is also of particular interest as an 
analytieal eategory in political history. Because it is one way of making rela

53 Clark, Sodal Darwinism (note 51). Nevertheless, there was a eugenics society in 
hance that was not entirely without influence. But this society advocated a typc of 
eugenics inspired by Lamarckism and it worked in concert wilh the pronatalists. As 
its goal, it wanted to eradicate alcoholism, tuberculosis, and syphilis, all of which it 
believed were hereditary if they were not treated, and proposed reforms that sup
ported a general increase in public health by means ofsocial reforms. cr William H. 
Schneider, Towards the Improvement of the Human Race, in: Journal of Modem 
History, 1982, pp. 268·291. 

54 Joan W, Scott, Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis, in: Joan W. Scott, 
Gender and the Politics ofHistory, New York 1988, pp, 28-50. 
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tionships of subordination comprehensible and acceptable, the reference to 
sexual difference represents one way ofunderstanding the political stakes. 

In the course of this particular research, the metaphorical use of sexual 
difference in political language has appeared across the geopolitical spec
trum, with the rapport between France and Germany being described as a 
rapport between woman and man. France regarded itselfto be the gentle fe
male - spiritual, cultivated, and full of charm - and it was just these charms 
that fueled the male desires of astrang and brutal Germany even more. If the 
purpose ofthe French abortion and contraception policy was to help raise the 
birth rate, this birth rate was understood to be the sign of a virile nation.55 

The social construction of gender in the Swedish and French policies of 
abortion and contraception is simultaneously shaped on a normative level 
and an institutional one: institutional, because abortion and contraception 
policies gave rise to specific administrative and institutional practices; nor
mative, because a public policy affirms, explicitly or implicitly, a specific 
sodal ideal. However, these two levels are not easy to separate in the case of 
abortion and contraception policies. 

The comparison between Sweden and France in the matter of these poli
eies reveals a number of similarities. Behind policies that differ at times, 
there is, nevertheless, a similar notion of the place of women and men in 
modem society and a similar opinion regarding their differences. This means 
that the institutions - in the braad sense of the term - that these policies es
tablished, participated in the social construction of similar social relations 
between the sexes. At this juncture, I will set forth the most striking similari
ties and attempt to evaluate their meaning in terms of the social construction 
ofgender. 

During the period studied herein, the abortion policies, both in France and 
Sweden, made a sharper distinetion between women who had an abortion 
and those who performed the abortions. In relative terms, the penalties pre
scribed became more severe for the latter. 56 This distinction must be under
stood in a context in which the irresponsibility of the woman who had an 
abortion was emphasized to an ever greater extent: both in Sweden and 
France, she was considered more and more as a victim of forces superior to 
her own. This "victimization" of the woman is also present elsewhere in 
French legislation. In actual fact, the 1920 law provided for stronger pun
ishments for those accused of encouraging an abortion than for the women 
who had an abortion. 

55 Elgan, Genus (note 1). pp. 188.191,217. 
56 Ibid.. pp. 205·217. 
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In French and Swedish pariiarnentary debates on abortion, the protago
nists also emphasized that a wornan did not want to have an abortion but she 
was often forced to do so. Among those elements cited as being responsible 
for this situation, men and their selfishness were singled out in particular. It 
could be a question of an individual man, accused of abandoning a pregnant 
woman, or of collective male behaviar, as in France, where all rnale citizens 
were accused of not wanting children and therefore, of being responsible for 
the low birth rate. Propaganda and so-called "insidious publicity" in [avor of 
abortion the existence of which in France was given particular emphasis, 
were als~ singled out as being responsible far women's difficulties.57 

The federative character of the different political currents of the pronatal· 
ist discourse can explain this search for a scapegoat in the French debates. 
Swedish hygienism and its successor, social reformism, were more likely to 
blame the existence of abortions on a poody functioning society and its so
, 1. 1"cla mequa llies,58 

Only the Swedish Conservatives proposed a different view ofthe relation
ship of women to abortion. For them, the woman was not the victim of the 
man, social circumstances or abortion conspirators; rathel', she was the vic
tim of her own bad instincts, for the same reason as men were. Like men, 
women were tempted by moral corruption, and there had to be norms and 
laws to remind a woman ofher social responsibility to bring children into the 
world,59 

1t is precisely a certain view of sexual difference that explains why a 
wornan who had an abortion was presented as the victim. A woman's nature, 
as understood by the majority ofprotagonists, was conditioned by her ability 
to bear children. This emphasis on women's ability to have children could be 
called the naturalization of women or the ferninization of reproduction. Thc 
American historian Thomas Laqueur advances the hypothesis that before the 
Age of Enlightenment sexual difference was perceived in a different way. 
Laqueur believes that this difference appeared as a de facta difference, a so
ciological difference like that between lords and peasants, and not a differ
ence based on the important role a wornan plays in reproduction,60 In his 
book, Making Sex: Body & Gender/rom the Greeks to Freud, Laqueur dem
onstrates in a very convincing fashion that, prior to the Age of Enlighten
ment, no essential distinction was made between male and female genitalia. 

57 Ibid., pp. 211-215.
 
58 Ibid., pp. 140-150, 168, 176-179.
 
59 Ibid., pp. 116-119: 144-145.
 
60 Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body, and Gender from the Greeks to Freud, Cam
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One was a man 01' a woman depending on one's place in society but one was 
not perceived to have a body that was fundamentally different trom that of 
the opposite sex. The question was left open as to the respective role and im
portance ofa man and a woman far the reproduction ofthe race, 

The policies of abortion and contraception that we are studying can easily 
be interpreted as a sign of the advent of a biological view of the sexes, in 
which the latter were primarily differentiated by their roles in the reproduc
tion of the race and in which each aspect of feminine behavior was brought 
back to women's so-called reproductive objective. For this reason, the par
ticipants of the contemparary debates were able to maintain that a woman 
never wanted to undergo an abortion, that she was only a victim, Opponents 
of these arguments may have been reasoning from the point of view of an 
older perception of sexual difference, which explains why they emphasized 
that a man and a woman exhibited the same behavior in the face of moral 
corruption, For them, childbirth was not part of women's nature; it was a 
social duty that a woman must be induced to carry out if an appropriate pol
icy required it. Ifwe accept that this view of sexual difference corresponds to 
the view that predominated before the Enlightenment, then it is logical to 
find it again among the Swedish Conservatives, whose ideas prescribed a 
hierarchical and authoritarian society, 

The view ofreproduction as basically a female concern is also the basis of 
the more radical propositions that favored abortion. These propositions 
stressed abortion as being a specifically fern ale right, but not as we under
stand it today, The argument of the period was that because childbilth was 
an innate part of a woman's nature, the right to use it, if one accepted this 
right as being within an individual 's province, inevitably belonged to 
women. The argument against those who feared that abort ions would in
creasc if one allowed women to decide whether to have them 01' not was also 
based prccisely on this idea ofthe female nature: since the essence ofwoman 
was childbirth, she would never thoughtlessly go against it. 61 

Thus, the view that a woman who had an abortion was a victim character
ized both Swedish and French abortion policies. As these policies continued 
to maintain and update the normative ban on abortions, it was completely 
logical for them to also attack the factars considered likely to make a wornan 
have an aborti on, 

In Sweden, the inte1111ediary of a social and family policy was proposed to 
relieve the supposed economic and social distress of women who wanted 
abortions, However, abortion was accepted in Sweden in certain cases, in 

6\ Elgan, Genus (note I), pp, \42, \77-178,2\4. 
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particular, when the overriding interest ofthe country, understood most often 
as the biological quaiity of its "human material", made it necessary. 

In France, an attempt was made to put a stop to the activities of those be
lieved to be inciting women to have abortions, primarily, the "male and fe
male abortionists", and the sale of instruments that could be used for abor
tions was prohibited. This does not mean that France did not also have a 
social and family policy, but no connection between these policies and the 
policy against abortion was made during the debates. 

In these two cases, the study of the social construction of gender in the 
area of contraception policies in France and Sweden highlights the other im
portant concept afthe sexual sphere: man. 

Pronatalists systematically viewed France's decreased birth rate as an in
dication of the country's loss of virility, particularly where Germany was 
concemed. On the other hand, a high birth rate was considered as an indica
tion afa nation's strength, ofits "virility". According to this view, it was the 
men, not the women, who were to blame for the decreased birth rate - along 
with the neo-Malthusians, the vendors of contraceptives, and the "abortion
ists". As for women, they wanted nothing more than to fulfill the function 
nature had assigned to them.62 This explains why almost all of the measures 
that France put in place to stimulate the birth rate and the family during this 
period were addressed to men, while we have observed that coercive meas
ures were primarily directed against women. 

In the beginning, the Swedish policy on contraception was also a question 
that primarily concemed masculine behavior, but far other reasons. By pro
hibiting advertising for contraceptives, the policy was intended to protect 
young men from moral corruption, which, it was feit, also encompassed the 
knowledge of and access to contraceptives. As we have seen, the opponents 
of the repressive policy against contraception blamed it for impeding the 
prevention of venereal diseases. Thus, until the I930s, the debate on contra
ceptives in Sweden eliminated, in large part, the birth control aspects of con
traceptives and focused instead on teaching young men to protect themselves 
from venereal diseases. At the same time, women were also eliminated from 
the debate. Based on this fact, we can conc1ude that, according to the Swed
ish proponents of public hygiene, women were not endowed with sexuality 
outside ofreproduction, which our analysis ofthe view ofthe female nature, 
as it emerged from the study of the policy on abortion, confirms. Therefore, 
both in Sweden and France, the debates and policies on contraceptives or on 

62 Cr. Offen, Depopulation (43) and Karen OtTen, The sexual politics of republican 
nationalisrn, in: Robert Tornbs (ed.), Nationhood and nationalisrn in France: Frorn 
Boulangism to the Greal War, London 1991, pp, 195-209. 
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the decline of the birth rate caused the active side of male behavior to 
emerge in a positive sense in France and in a negative sense in Sweden. At 
the same time, the debates and policies on abortion in the two countries em
phasized the passivity of woman, as a victim of abortion. For men, it was a 
question of effective sexuality, necessitating a particular social framework; 
for women, it was the fate of a reproductive function. 

But here too, in the 1910s and 1920s, some Swedish conservative voices 
took issue with the dominant discourse on sexual difference. For the Conser
vatives, the predispositions with regard to sexuality were the same for 
women as they were for men. A repressive policy, intended to prevent the 
two sexes from abandoning themselves to moral corruption, was deemed to 
be as necessary in the area of abortion as it was in that of contraception.6J 

As for concrete political measures - "institutionalization" - in the area of 
contraceptives and abortion, we can make the same observation for Sweden 
as we did far France: coercive measures were applied to women through 
abortion policies, while more general provisions accompanied the policies of 
contraception and family, of which men were among the primary targets. 
Thus, the use of contraceptives was never banned the way abortion was. Is it 
possible that these different policies on abortion and contraception retlect 
and confirm a subconscious respect for men, the dominant sex socially, and 
a lack ofrespect, also subconscious, for women, who are socially dominated 
beings?64 A subconscious respect or lack of respect refers to an internal atti
tude whose terms are not explicit. In other political domains, for example, in 
the areas of suffrage ar salary differences based on gender, this distinction 
between men and women as citizens was conscious and explicit. 

On a normative level, as weil as an institutional one - using a broad defi
nition of the ward "institution" - the Swedish and French policies on abor
tion and contraception appear to' l!ave participated in the same process re
garding a social construction of gender, one in which the man was confirmed 
as an active citizen and the woman as an organ ofreproduction. 

This differentiation between ,the sexes derives the whole of its import 
from the larger perspective ofbuilding Western democracies on the basis of 
the values of equality, liberty, al)d fraternity. Because in a modem and lib
eral system of government, sexl)al inequality can no longer be justified on 
the basis oftradition or an establis'hed fact, biology and reproduction become 
the justification for the differences in how people are treated and for various 

63 Elgan, Genus (note 1), pp. 116-119, 144-145. 
64 The fact that the vast majority of eugenic sterilizations in Sweden from the 19305 to 

the 19605 were perfonned on fem~le victims, with or without their consent, follows 
this reasoning. For more on Swedisn sterilizations, see note 33. 
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types of discrimination, whether they be negative 01' positive. However, there 
is no doubt that the policies of abortion and contraception are not the only 
ones involved in the permanent process of gender construction. This process 
has been taking place, more or less explicitiy, in a11 areas of economic, so
cial, cultural and political life, beginning with war and continuing with the 
construction of national identity by way of urbanization, industrialization, 
and the "welfare state". 
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Maren Wichmann 

Tax Politics and Women's Equality in West Germany 
and Denmark - with a Focus on the 1950s 

Tax systems have a significant influence on the division oflabour - this ap
plies especially with regard to gender. 1 The potential for controlling em
ployment through tax politics was very familiar to the political actors of the 
20th century. In tax law, rules conceming marriage or family are generally 
formulated as neutral where gender is concerned, as the principles of subjec
tive 1iability to tax or the degree oftax burden. However, as with any other 
law, tax law does not function regardless of sex. The taxation of maJTied 
couples or households has been deliberately used to exclude a section ofthe 
population that was seen as areserve for the labour market: women and es
pecially married women. My thesis is therefore that in both countries, Ger
many and Denmark, tax politics were also labour market politics. Further
more, tax politics were to fulfil another function. They were used to put 
through certain social norms: the housewife marriage, the assistant wife mar
riage (the woman earning a small additional income) and finally the double 
income marriage. The main question of this article is to what extent tax law 
met these socio-political expectations and if it could indeed absorb or turn 
socia! changes and developments. 

In the 1950s, despite great differences on the legal level in respect to the 
equalisation of legitimate and illegitimate children, family and marriage, 
there were comparable standard attitudes towards marriage, sexuality and 
the family in Denmark and in West Germany. Ana10gous to the Federal Re-

Per H. Jensen, Komparative velfaerdssystemer: Kvinders reproduktionsstrategier 
mellern familien, velfaerdsstaten og arbejdsmarkedet, Copenhagen 1996, pp. 133
143, here p. 136. See also Maren Wichmann-Sicgfried, Mellem offentlighcdens 
sogelys og velfaerdspolitikkens skygge. Familien i Danmark og Vesttyskland i 
1950'crne, in: Hilda R0Iner Christensen/Urban Lundberg /Klaus Petersen (eds.), 
Frihed. lighed og tryghed. Velfaerdspolitik i Norden, Skrifter udgivet af Jysk 
Selskab tor Historie (2001), no. 48, pp. 241-235; Arbejderbevaegelsen og familien. 
Special issue. Arbejderhistorie (2000), no. 4; Merith Niehuss, Familie, Frau und Ge
sellschaft. Studien zur Strukturgeschichte der Familie in Westdeutschland 1945
1960. Göttingen 2001; Robert G. Moeller, Protecting Motherhood. Women and the 
Family in the Politics of Postwar West Gennany, Berkeley et. aJ. 1993; Kari 
Melby/Anu Pylkkänen/Bente RosenbeckiChristina Carlsson Wetterberg (eds.), The 
Nordic Model ofMarriage and the Welfare State, Copenhagen 2000. 

COMPARATIV 15 (2005). Heft 3, S. 39-63. 

1"1' 

,'I'IIIlUi 



Maren Wichmann 40 

public of Gennany, Denmark also described the 1950s as the "golden years 
of the family". The reasons, however, were different: whereas the nuclear 
family and the one breadwinner-model or "housewife marriage" were be
coming standard institutions in Denmark, they had already become so in 
Germany in the 1930s and represented a postulate which was to be upheld. 

The comparison bases on the debates in the Danish and German Parlia
ment as on pieces and statements of the women's organisations. 

This investigation focuses, in the main, on the 1950s. They are a good 
starting point because there were similarities in both labour market struc
tures and way of life or fami1y organisation in both countries. The crisis of 
the family, women in gaintlJ! employment and the general structure of state 
welfare were discussed in both countries and those discussions were of great 
public interest. The discussion about the tax system actually represents the 
debate about "woman's place in society". It will be shown that the similari
ties of argumentation, as weIl as the diffcrences in the results, were 1arger 
than one would expect. 

The situation of married or unmarried, employed or unemployed women 
will serve as an example for gender-specific differences of taxation in this 
articlc. There can be different criteria for taxation: either taxation of the in
di vidual or taxation of the fami1y, or rather the household. Taxation depends 
on income, fami1y status (married, single, divorced or widowed), the number 
of chi1dren amongst other criteria. Therefore, there is an educational effect in 
tax law, as it "subsidises" personal decisions such as marriage, or as it taxes 
different types of income with higher or no taxes or offers the opportunity to 
claim deduction. Fonns of taxation have an influence on mutual commit
ment and dependence2 and on individual decisions: What would be best far 
family economics? Live together as a married or unmarried coup1e? Gainful 
employment of both spouses or the wife's limitation to housework and car
ing for husband, children and elderly people in need of attention? 

When estimating the taxation ofmarried couples, we generally differenti
ate between two possibilities: joint taxation or taxation ofthe household, and 
individual or separate taxation. Joint taxation means adding up both in
comes, and from that sum estimating the income tax to be paid. In separate 
or individual taxation, the tax levels of husband and wife are estimated inde
pendently from each other. The difference has a great effect especially on 
the employment of wives and is used in tax legislative to regulate female 
labour.3 

2	 lensen, Komparative velf<erdssystemer (note I), p. 137. 
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Tax Politics and Women's Equality in West Germany and Denmark 

I, Taxation ofMarried Women in the Federal Republic ofGermanl 

1. J Tax polities as a regulating agent on the labour market 

Since the late 19th century, conjugal tax law was built on the principle of 
household taxation. The income of a household was seen as a joint product 
of al1 its members. With the rise of salaried employment, individual income 
gained significance. Since the year 1900 the salary of children had already 
been separated from the taxation ofhouseholds. 

It is not the case that tax politics were only used to establish moral ideas 
offamily life and to meet the needs of labour market after the Second World 
War. In the 1920s, married women were already subject to according meas
ures. Whenever the situation in the labour market eased, the discrediting 
slogan of the "double-income family" appeared. If a larger work force was 
needed, the married woman was happily employed. It was also in the 1920s 
that the individual taxation of spouses became possible, if both were in gain
ful employment. Due to this extension in tax law, an increasing number of 
employed wives were taxed individually from 1925 onwards. 

However, this social acceptance of married women in gainful employ
ment came to a temporary end in 1934. The National Socialists reintroduced 
the general joint taxation of married couples. As the "additional" income of 
the wife led to a higher progression, the gainful employment of married 
women was less attractive from then on.5 It was to be welcomed that most 
married women would give up working, as this relieved the labour market 
and also corresponded to the national socialistic idea of women as house
wives. However this principle oftax politics proved to be ineffective during 
the war. The govemment was trying to win married women as badly needed 
work forces in the armaments industry. Married women's income out of 
salaried employment was thus taxed separately again in 1941. This ofcourse 
meant that most of the working wives were no longer subject to joint taxa

3 Astrid loosten, Die Frau, das "segenspendende Herz der Familie", Pfaffenweiler 
1990, p. 58. 

4 For the current situation in Germany: Aneemarie Mennel, Frauen, Steuern, 
Staatsausgaben. Subventionen für das Patriarchat, in: Ute Gerhard/Alice Schwar· 
zerlVera Slupik (eds.), Auf Kosten der Frauen. Frauemechte im Sozialstaat, Wein· 
heim/Basel 1988, pp. 79·116. 

5 See also Christine von Oertzen, Teilzeitarbeit und die Lust am Zuverdienen. Ge· 
schlechterpolitik und gesellschaftlicher Wandel in Westdeutschland 1948-1969, Göt
tingen 1999, pp. 187-209; Ines Reich-Hilweg, Männer und Frauen sind gleichbe· 
rechtigt. Der Gleichheitsgrundsatz (Art.3 Abs.2 GG) in der parlamentarischen 
Auseinandersetzung 1948-1957 und in der Rechtsprechung des Bundesverfassungs. 
gerichtes 1953· 1975, FrankfurtlMain 1979; loosten, Frau (note 3), p. 58 note 66. 
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tion. As the Allies eonfirmed this exemption in tax law, the general rule in 
1950 was joint taxation, but wage-eaming married women were taxed sepa
rately and independently. 

1.2 Equal rights versus protection ofthefamily in the 1950s 

In the 1950s, the formation of tax law became a severely disputed subject 
where eonservatives (CDU), who had been goveming the country since 
1949, had to face a lot of opposition. The taxation of wornen was, like the 
reform of family law (1949-1958), a very delicate subjeet, in which the 
equality of men and women stood in supposed or actual conflict with the 
protection of the family. Both prineiples had gained eonstitutional status in 
the eonstitution (Grundgesetz) of the newly founded Federal Republie of 
Germany (1949). 

The conservative govemment tried to confirm their idea of hausehold 
taxation and housewife marriage in tax law throughout the 1950s. Changing 
ministers of Finance tried with clockwork regularity to abolish the ill
favoured separate assessment. Motives of govemment parties were however 
different. The minister of Family Issues and same eonservative members of 
parliament, supported by the church, regardedjoint taxation ofspouses as an 
appropriate rneans to fight ernp10yment of married wornen and especially of 
rnothers. They saw hausehold taxation as if it were a penalty tax for working 
wives and mothers. Other conservatives however argued that a family had to 
be seen as a productive unit and that its members could not be taxed indi
vidually. Ministers of Finance of course had always primarily associated 
hausehold taxation with higher tax ineome. 

The conservative govemment tried to abolish the exemption of 1941 and 
to reintroduee joint taxation with an ineome tax bill first launehed in March 
1951. Apart tram the expeeted positive effect on the labour market (unem
ployment numbers were high), the minister of Finance expected an addi
tional tax income of 100 million DM. But even the steering committee, lead 
by CDU-members, recommended eontinuing taxing spouses individually. 6 

The opposition and nearly all women's associations doubted that a joint 
taxation rule cou1d be reintroduced without conf1icting with the principle of 
equality stated in the constitution. A female soeial demoeratic member of 
parliament called these thoughts an "attack on the legal means to establish 
equality of warnen, which according to the constitution had to be completed 

6	 Nellburger (CDU), Verhandlungen des Deutschen Bundestages (Verh. B'1'), (Nego
tiations of the Federal Republic Parliament), Ist elcction period (EP), 142nd session, 
p.5612. 
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by 31 March 1953".7 Aprut from the unjust tax treatment ofwomen, she be
lieved this plan would be like a punishment for marriage and suspected that 
the Conservatives were trying to artificially keep alive the vanishing house
wife who was already a relict of the past.8 Time and again the joint taxation 
was called "marriage punishment tax" and was accordingly seen as an ob
stacle to marriage. This argument bore some weight which should not be 
underestimated.9 Just like the equality of sexes, the protection of marriage 
and family also desired that the exemption of 1941 remain valid - according 
to the opposition. Opponcnts to joint taxation suspected that young couples 
could choose to live in common law marriage for tax reasons. The results of 
such adecision would mean a dramatic change in 01' loss of morality. It was 
stated: "Practically, the household taxation will lead to the habit of marrying 
very late, which is not dcsirable for reasons of population policy, 01' people 
will chose to live together without being married which cannot be desirable 
for reasons of morality."lo Social democrats shared these fears: "People 
would prefer to cohabit in a cheaper way than as a married couple, that is the 
fonn of cohabitation which is generally called common law marriage. [, .. ] A 
second effect could be that for tax reasons people would decide on a sham 
divorce in times of financial crisis. A pretence that would indeed be worth
while after a couple of months," 11 

Supporters of the exemption raised another point that referred to the dif
ficult financial situation of many families that had worsened during the war. 
The married woman's income was economically necessary in many families 
and could therefore not be taxed highly. Rather the opposite should be the 
case: government should be happy about and support the women's engage
ment. 12 Facing the strong resentments, representatives of government had a 
hard time trying to find convincing arguments for general household taxa
tion. The later minister of Family Issues, Franz-Josef WuenneEng, tried to 
trigger off the fight against "double income marriages", but was not very 
convincing in light ofthe generally bad financial situation ofmany families. 
Nevertheless, the Conservatives passed the general joint taxation of married 
spouses with a sEm majority. They then had to withdraw this law shortly 

7 Lockmann (SPD). Verh. BT. Ist EP. 142nd session, p. 5634f.
 
8 Lockmann (SPD), Verh. BT, Ist election period, 142nd session, p. 5635.
 
9 Heinz Paulick, Der Einfluss des Steuerrechtes auf Eheschließung und Ehescheidung,
 

in: Ehc und Familie im privaten und öffentlichen Recht, vol. 12 (1955), no, 12, pp. 
46·348, here p. 346. 

lOVerh. BT, Ist EP, 145th session, p. 5723. 
11 Lockmann (SPD), Verh. BT, 1st EP, 145th session, p. 724 . 
12 Wessei (Zentrum), Verh. BT, Ist EP, 1451h session, p. 5722f. 
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afterwards, due to the massive protests of women 's assoeiations and work
ers' unions. The status quo thus remained untouehed: households were still 
generally taxed as one union, with the exemption of the wife's income from 
salaried werk. 

In spring 1953, the minister of Finanee, Fritz Sehäffer, again proposed 
the abolition of individual taxation. Against better judgement, he assoeiated 
individual taxation with national soeialistie legislation. The "unjust and il
logieal regulation §43 EKStG [...] originates from the time 01' Hitler' s gov
emment where women were drawn into the munitions factories without eon
sideration of family or family life".13 This regulation was only favourable to 
the employed woman herself and the "ehildless double ineome families".14 
However, even the taxpayers' union diseredited the catehy slogan of"double 
ineome families" as being outdated in terms of the labour market. The data 
on whieh the minister of Finanee based his arguments was wrong, the eeon
omy eould not manage without female work force. As a matter offaet, ehild
less married women stayed more often at horne, whereas mothers were 
foreed to seek employment for eeonomie reasons. Indeed the taxpayers' 
lobby reaehed the conclusion thm "§26 EKStG was based on an outdated 
eoncept of family, where the female spouse is seen economieally as an addi
tion to her husband.,,15 Thus only a separate taxation of spouses would be 
possible eoncluded the taxpayers' statement. 

The Liberals favoured, with regard to all positive reaetion to separate 
taxation, a model following the Ameriean example. 16 A eomprehensive solu
tion was worked out in eombination with the planned tax reform. Even 
CDU-members did not regard the govemment's proposal as a suffieient ba
sis for a "social solution that met the needs of families".17 The govemment 
therefore retreated from fundamental ehanges for the time being. The eom
munity of individually taxed women was even widened within a tax reform 
of autumn 1954. From now on, also married women who had an ineome 
from self-employed work or trade were taxed individually. Until then house
holds in whieh the female spouse eamed money from being self-employed 
belonged to such a high rate oftaxation that the woman's ineome was taxed 
at 40 percent and more. After the reform of 1954, only the hc1ping members 
of family were subjeet to household taxation. 

13 Minister ofFinance Schäffer, Verh. BT, Ist EP, 247th session, p. 11794; Statement 
of Bund der Steuerzahler, in: Informationen, 1953, no. 4, p. I 

14 Minister ofFinance Schäffer, Verh. BT Ist EP, 25th session, p.12117. 
15 Statement ofBwld der Steuerzahler, in: Informationen (1953), no. 4, p. 3. 
16 Verh. BT, 1st EP, 252nd session, p. 12116 ff., and 264th session, p. 12906 tf. 
17 Verh. BT, 1st EP, 264th session. 
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The line of opponents to a joint taxation of spouses was long and re
mained united. The women 's associations agreed that a joint taxation would 
lead to dissolution of marriages and strengthen illegitimate couples. 18 The 
union of female lawyers and economists emphasised that "it is impossible to 
find arguments far the tax burden of warking women and mothers in the 
general inequality of economic circumstances".!9 The German Salaried Em
ployees' Union stressed that a lot of tasks were to be mastered in the follow
ing years that required a full work force, no matter if it be male 01' female 01' 

both. "Its principle should not only be accepted in times of war Of in times of 
armament boom. [... ] We know from experience that the employment of 
housewives leads to a considerable rise ofhouse keeping costs. Through the 
tax surplus of common taxation the housewife's work becomes senseless in 
most of the cases.,,20 The German Housewives Association meanwhile sup
ported a complaint against the unconstitutional joint assessment because it 
promoted "concubinage".2! Despite the discussions in parliament, the objec
tions of several lobbies and even scientific studies that doubted joint taxa
tion to be in accordance with the constitution, the minister of Finance in 
1955, with an essay on "spouse taxation,,,22 attempted for the third time 
within a few years to establish joint taxation. In future, the income of 
spouses should be added up with granted allowances. The question was 
raised as to whether the state had the right to support, with tax allowances, 
the gainful employment of a married woman in a business that was not her 
husband's. This would, according to Family minister Wuermeling's preju
dices, result in a tendency to support those powers in society that erode fam
ily and marriage values.23 He claimed in a TV discussion that eight out of 
marriages ended in a divorce due to the wife's occupational activities. The 
union of female lawyers and economists however drew a completely differ
ent conclusion from their analysis. According to their findings, most di
varces could be traced back to the husband's adultery. Wuermeling did not 

18 Resolutions of the centraJ associations and organisations from 26 January 1953, in: 
Informationen (1953), no. 2, enclosure D, pp. 1.2. Letter of Deutscher Verband be
rufstätiger Frauen, in: Informationen (1953), no. 2, pp. 3-4. 

19 Letter ofVereiniglmg weiblicher Juristen und Volkswirte from 2 February 1953, in: 
Informationen (1953), no. 2, pp. 4-6, here p. 5. 

20 Statement ofDeutsche Angestellten Gewerkschaft (DAG), in: Informationen (1953), 
no. 2, pp. 2-3 . 

21 Informationen, 1953. no. 4, enclosure C, p. 11. 
22 "Ehegattenbesteuerung". Bundesdrucksache II11866. 
23 See correspondence of Wuermeling to Vereinigung weiblicher Juristen und Volks

wirte from July 1955 until February 1956, in: Informationen ( 1956), no. 3, pp. 4-7. 
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alter his views on this issue and he had to face severe criticism: "We agree 
that it would be more desirable, by improving the social conditions, to en
able married women to concentrate on their duties as housewives and moth
ers, better than carrying the double load of horne and work. But as long as 
this change is not realised and as lang as nearly half of all married working 
women support their disabled husbands with an admirable courage, the min
ister of Family Issues should not be al10wed public1y to bring discredit upon 
these brave women.,,24 

The causes for divorce were also of interest for the Danish authorities in 
1955, There seemed to be a significant connection between the economic 
situation and the durability of marriages, Marriages where women earned 
their own income seemed to have more stability than those in which there 
was only one economic provider. 41 percent of the marriages with house
wives or "assistant" wives were dissolved in comparison with 19 percent of 
those marriages in which the woman was working part time and 16 percent 
of marriages with fully employed women.25 These results of the Danish sur
vey also formed part ofthe German discussion. 

The protests against the govemment's plans continued after the minister 
of Finance's essay and the tone became more aggressive.26 The German As
sociation of Female Academics feared a two-dass system for married 
women. 27 As long as the woman's eaming was considerably low, there were 
no objections to it and it did not conflict with family interests, But as soon as 
the joint income of both spouses cxceeded 12,000 DM a year there would be 
doubts towards the value of the wife's earning. "They are thus especial1y 
directed to the middle dass woman who has had a longer education.,,28 The 
union suspected that the minister "aims to edge out the women mostly from 
higher professions and so to deprive them from the ruling dass which is 
small anyway.,,29 But before there were further parliamentary conferences, 
the Federal Constitutional Court passedjudgement on its view ofthe issue. 

24 Letter from 16 December 1955 to Minister of Family Issues Wuerme1ing, in: Infor
mationen (1956), no. 3, p. 6 

25 Inga Dahlsgaard, in: Kvinden og Samfundet, September 1956. 
26 See Statements 01' DAG, DGB, Frauenverband Hessen, Verband weiblicher Ange

stellter, in: Informationen (1956), no. I; Statement of Vereinigung weiblicher Juri
sten und Volkswirte from 9 April 1956, in: Informationen, 1956, no. 4; Letter 01' 
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Tax Politics and Women's Equality in West Germany and Denmark 

1. 3 The Federal High Court 's verdict 

The Federal High Court passed a verdict in January 1957 which declared 
that §26 EKStG, the regulation of joint taxation, conflicted with the constitu
tion. The joint taxation of spouses meant a discriminatory exemption against 
married couples, and therefore it was a violation of the constitution, which 
guaranteed special protection for marriage and the family. In addition, the 
"educational effect" of joint taxation, the return of working women to the 
household, was an intention that could not be combined with the constitu
tion. Women should have the same legal chances to eam an economically 
worthwhile income. To judge married women's gainful employment nega
tive!y from the start contradicted the constitutional principle of equality.JO 

This verdict completely took the wind of out the Conservatives' sails. 
However they seized upon a side comment in the verdict, which provided a 
lifeline. It stated that the court might consider American splitting as a suit
able solution for the conflict. It is remarkable, how then a marital taxation 
was passed that actually met the first claim of the Federal High Court, the 
protection offamily, but totally ignored and thus intensified the conflict with 
the constitutional principle of equality. 

1.4 The putative compromise - introduction ofsplitting 

The government was now forced to review the tax law immediately. It did so 
in June 1958.31 The main issue ofthe new proposal was the introduction of 
tax splitting according to the American model. Social Democrats however 
were critical that the benefit of splitting would at first only be effective from 
a certain high level of income onwards and thus create much social injustice. 
As a matter of fact, it would be working women who stood to suffer from 
this new method ofprogression.J2 Women's associations claimed that there 

J3would also be disadvantages for unmarried and single tax payers. The 
J4Workers' Union demanded tax deductions for working married women.

29 Informationen (1956) no. 4, p. 5. 
30 BVerfGE, vol. 6, p. 55. See also Anna Endres, Der Entscheid des Bundesverfas

sungsgerichtes, in: Informationen, 1957, no. 5, pp. 8-9. 
31	 Verh. BT: 3rd EP: 1st discussion, 17th session, 13 March 1958, pp. 799-819; 2nd 

discussion, 32nd session, 19 June J958, pp. 1756-1795; 3rd discussion, 33rd session, 
20 June 1958, pp. 1820-1831. 

32 Harms (SPD), Verh. BT, 3rd EP, 2nd discussion, 32nd session, p. 1762. 
33 Statements documented in: Informationen flir die Frau, 1958, no. 1, pp. 5-6. 
34 Statement of DGB from March 1958, documented in: Informationen für die Frau 

(1958), no. 3, p. 4. 
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This eorresponded to the tax polities in Denmark, which was attempting to 
relieve working, joint taxed eouples. But the suggestion did not gain any 
significance. In April, the German Assoeiation of Female Academics, the 
German Women's Ring, and the Assoeiation for Educating Girls and 
Women, filed an extensive petition along with detailed reasons. Thcy cx
pressed severe socio-political doubts about the reform beeause it gave a sub
vention far the wea]thy single provider of a family: "The wealthy husband of 
the ehildless homemaker is extremely and one-sidedly favoured in eompari
son with all other taxpayers, especially in comparison with the family 

~d5 man. 
The sociologist Gerhard Maekenroth had already in 1953 called for a tax 

policy that supported families. He emphasised that there was no reason why 
a non-working, ehildless married woman should benefit from any taxation 
poliey.36 He thought it very curious that single persons and couples where 
both spouses were working should finanee the non-working wife of a child
less husband and thus providing hirn suecour and comfort. Women's asso
ciations demanded a general individual taxation of spouses and a continuing 
progression as had been provided for in the interim regulation. During a eon
ference with representatives of the ministl)' of finance, women's associa
tions repeated and reinforeed their opinion that splitting should be rejeeted 
for legal and social reasons.37 From a legal point ofview the individual taxa
tion of spouses would meet the current understanding of justiee. From a so
cial point of view they regarded splitting as unjust, as the higher the ineome 
the greater was the benefit from it. Furthermore the tax advantage would 
rise, the greater the difference between the spouses' ineome. The greatest 
benefit would then result for families in which one spouse - and most ofthe 
time that meant the woman - had no ineome at all. 

In the second and third discussion of the law many petitions dealt with 
the ineorporation of so-calied "half-families" into the splitting rule. How 
was it to deal with widowed, divorced and single mothers? Representatives 
tried hard to put forth that "Ieft alone mothers" could not be additionally 
punished for their fate by the government.38 The Conservatives' objection, 
that a single or divoreed mother reeeived aliments or maintenanee was not 
eonvincing as many fathers failed to fulfil their obligation. Still, a majority 
rejected the equal treatment ofthese women in terms oftaxation. 

35 Informationen rur die Frau (1958), no. 4, pp. 6-12, here p. 6.
 
36 Gcrhard Mackenroth, in: Zeitschrift für sozialen Fortschritt (1953). p. 109
 
37 Report on the Meeting from 6.5.1958 in: Informationen (1958), no. 6. pp. 6-8.
 
38 Kalinke (Deutsche Panei), Verh. BT, 3rd EP, 32nd session, p. 1794.
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Tax Politics and Women's Equality in West Germany and Denmark 

The German Families' Association suspected that the legislative body 
would rather subsidise the childless married woman than extremely needy 
mothers with children. The promotion of children, and hence of the family 
instead ofmerely promoting marriage would have been more easily achieved 
with considerably higher child allowances. Here was a very basic conflict: 
The CDU claimed to promote families with many children but did indeed 
subsidise marriage only with the splitting system. The Social Democrats re
fused to vote for the new tax law, however the splitting system was intro
duced on the strength ofthe Conservatives' votes alone. 

Spouses could now choose between separate and joint assessment. At the 
same time the splitting system according to the American model was pro
moted as a new taxation principle. The split taxation meant that income of 
"not permanently separated" living spouses would be treated as if each of 
them eamed half of the joint income. Marriages with two full incomes thus 
did not achieve any tax relief. The splitting regulation had maximum effect 
on single-provider marriages 01' housewife marriages. Progression was 
slowed down, allowances and flat rates were doubled, which also meant a 
smalleI' tax burden.39 Whereas the former regulation meant a disadvantage 
for married eouples eompared to unmarried couples living together, this dis
advantage was now transferred to working wives and singles.40 The minister 
ofFamily still praised the splittingeoncept: "Ifwe establish the splittingsys
tem, we do so especially to the benefit oft the non working housewife and 
mother, for the benefit of those mothers, who find their most beautiful and 
most important duty in carrying the horne, the family, the children and the 
household [... ] That is a very nice way to create equal rights for the non 
working woman and mother.,,41 

As a matter of fact the preferential treatment of housewi fe marriages was 
now even more evident. The splitting rrodel was an incentive to get married, 
not as was often and incorrectly stated for the building of a family. Other 
forms offamily life were not subjeet to the benefits ofthese tax reforms. The 
not inconsiderable tax advantages for married couples compared to single 
people obstructed the development and increase of other modes of family 
li fe that developed out of neeessity after the war. The law had a conserving 
effeet on families in the sense of eonserving traditional bourgeois roles in 

39 See Angela Delille/Andrea GroM, Blick zurück aufs Glück. Frauenleben und Fami
lienpolitik in den 50er Jahren, Ber/in 1985, p. 158 note 21. 

40 See also ibid., pp. 136-137; Jutta Akrami-Gähren, Die Familienpolitik im Rahmen 
der Sozialpolitik mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der Vorstellungen und prakti· 
sehen Tätigkeiten der CDU, Bonn 1974. p. 307. 

41 Minister ofFamily Jssues Wuermeling, Verh. BT, 3rd EP, 25th session, p. 1374 f. 
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marriage and family. The splitting model's benefits were highest when the 
woman was not working at all and the tax relief was low to non-existing if 
both spouses eamed a full income. The higher the husband's income, the 
higher was the indirect subsidy ofhis wife's household and family work. As 
this increase in value was linked to the husband's salary, the dependence of 
the wife also increased and thus promoted "family work" even in higher so
cial classes. In this way, the regulation had a clear effect on the labour mar
ket and social-political norms. This system of marital taxation was indeed a 
good argument against the gainful employment ofthe woman in the marital 
struggle about the division of labour. 

In addition to that, different tax groups had a different progression. Ifthe 
married woman in spite of it all thought about working part or full time, the 
couple immediately discovered that it was not at all worthwhile. The hus
band was normally, as main provider ofthe family, subject to the lowest tax 
group, whereas his wife in her tax group would be subject to the highest 
progression. Half of her salary from her job would thus end directly in the 
fiscal treasury. Therefore, the state, in spite of its contradicting statements, 
directly regulated the private life of its citizens. 

Nevertheless, the total "domestication" of housewives, which is how 
most scholars view developments ofthe 1950s, was at no times a social real
ity let alone a socio-political agreement,42 

The Conservatives, with the introduction of splitting and progressive 
taxation, for the first time, did not take labour market necessities into eon
sideration but put through a socio-political model in tax politics. 

2. Taxation ofWomen in Gainful Employment in Denmark 

Sinee 1880, married women in Denmark had the right to have their own in

eome at their disposal. Yet it was the husband who had to declare income to
 
the fiscal authorities. In the first Danish ineome tax law of 1903, the joint
 
assessment of married spouses was lawfully fixed. The eonsequenee of this
 
was that the wife's possible ineome was added to the main provider's - the
 
husband's - income. Because ofthe progressive seale, woman's income was
 
taxed at an extremely high rate.43 The head ofthe family was liable tür tax.44
 

The wife did not have her own tax code and was officially not a taxpayer.
 

42 Compare von Oenzen, Teilzeitarbeit (note 5), p. 190.
 
43 For the Danish tax laws see Anna Birte Ravn, Gender, Taxation and Welfare State in
 

Denmark 1903-1963(83). in: Kari Melby et al., The Nordic Model of Marriage (note 
1), pp, 113,127. 

44 Lov om Indkomst- og Formueskat til Staten af 15. Mai 1903, §7. 
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Tax Politics and Women's Equality in West Germany and Denmark 

She did not even have to undersign, certifying that the tax declaraüon her 
husband made was correct. However, if the head of the family did not fulfil 
his taxpaying duty, financial administration could not only seize the man's 
but also his wife's salary. There was an allowance granted for children under 
the age of 15, 

2,1 Allowances in family taxation policy 

In 1912, a so-called, "wife-deduction" (hustruafdrag)45 was introduced, If 
the woman's income was not based on her husband's property 01' their joint 
property, but on againful employment for an independent employer, the 
husband could claim this deduction, It should compensate the extra costs 
that a man would have to pay when his wife was working and not being able 
to look after the household completely.46 This tax relief was granted to the 
husband and was at its utmost half of his own allowance, In the tax law of 
1922, the wife deduction was again granted to the "family provider", but it 
was now graded and only granted up to a certain income. The lower the in
come, the higher the allowance, However, facing price rises and general de
velopment of salaries, the wife-deduction began to lose more and more sig
nificance because it could hardly ever be claimed. 

In the law oftax assessment of 1947148 the wife-deduction was therefore 
separated from the husband's salary and set to half ofthe wife's salary but at 
maximum value of 2000 Crowns. This sum represented the legislature's 
supposed minimum wage for a domestic help. This role was kept until the 
law of tax assessment of 1958/59, The significant group of self-employed, 
with a smalleI' income, first benefited from the tax regulation in 1959/60.47 

Apart from the so-called wife-deduction, there were many other tax al
10wances. First, of course, the personal allowance, which depended on in
come, place of residence and provision of duties, tax deductions for children 
and, since 1950, child benefits. The govemment started to differentiate be
tween providers and non-providers when it introduced the new tax law in 
1922,48 The reformed maritallaws spoke ofmutual provision, There was one 
taxation rate, just as before, but providers were granted a higher allowance 
(graded according to their income) than non-providers. Providers were, ac
cording to the law, all married men and widowers, widows and divorced 

45 Lov om Indkomst- og Formueskat tiJ Staten af 8, Juni 1912,
 
46 Lov om Indkomst- og Formueskat, §8,
 
47 Betrenkning om regtefrellers beskatning, Afgivet af det af finansministeren den 8,
 

maTts nedsatte udvalg, Betrenkning nr, 327, 1963. p, 19, 
48 Lov om Indkomst- og Formueskat til Staten af 10, April 1922, 
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people with their own household or with a duty of maintenance. Single par
ents, who lived with their parents, were not providers in terms of the regula
tion.49 In 1956/57 two different taxation rating scales were developed: one 
for providers of a family and one for non-providers. Hence the allowance for 
family providers was redundant thereafter. 

Child allowances and benefits were offset against tax liability until 1967. 
Since 1903, there had been tax deductions for children under the age of 15, 
even for illegitimate children. This rule was a disadvantage for workers with 
lower incomes, as tax deductions had a greater effect on higher incomes. 
Since 1950, when the first child benefit law was passed, the benefit was otT
set against tax liability. Since 1951, under certain circumstances, this benefit 
could be paid to the mother. Not until the child benefit law of 1967, child 
benefits were no longer part of tax law but of sociallaw. 50 

2,2 The positions 01wornen 's associations 

The Danish women's associations realised very early how significant tax 
law was in their eontext. The activities ofthe Danish Women's Association 
(Dansk Kvindesamlund) coneeming tax politics can be separated into tour 
main phases, each with a different emphasis. The first in and direetly after 
the First World War, the second in the 1930s then again directly after the 
Second World War, and finally at the beginning ofthe 1960s, The women's 
association claimed separate taxation of spouses for the first time in 1913. 
This very eentral demand trom time to time gave way to other seemingly 
more practieal demands. The association had to face the dilemma of trying 
to balance working women's interests with that ofhousewives. 

In 1915 the Danish Women's Assoeiation sent their first statement to the 
Danish parliament, demanding that spouses should be taxed individually. 
Their argument was firstly, that it was humiliating that a formerly politieally 
responsible citizen was put on the same level as an immature child after mar
rying. Seeondly, it was unjust that a woman should lose her right to vote in 
loeal eleetions ifher husband did not pay his taxes. 51 

When the dreams of a housewife salary were shattered, during the discus
sion about marital law in the 1920s, the general demand for separate marital 

49 Kirsten Geertsen, Arbejderkvinder i Danmark. Vi1kär og kamp 1924-1939, Copen
hagen 1982, p. 279. 

50 Hanne Rimmen Nilsen, Livets Lighed, Lis Groes og familiepolitikken i 1950'erne, 
in: Kvinden og samfundet, Jubi1reumsskrift 1996. 

51 Eva Hemmer Hansen, B1ästf0mper, f0dstf0mper, uldstmmper. Dansk kvindesam
funds historie i 100 är, Aarhus 1970, p. 86f. 
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taxation was raised again, However, the association's activities concentrated 
first on criticising the definition of"provider".52 The public law definition of 
provider was deri ved from the civil servants law of 1919. According to this, 
a man was defined as a provider just because of his mari tal status, regardless 
of whether there were children to support or not. The provider status was 
also independent of his wife's income. The married woman however did not 
attain provider status as a ru1e. She was on1y granted the provider status in 
exceptions, ifthe man could not earn a salary due to illness while there were 
children to maintain. Indeed if the man did not have an income at all, he was 
still regarded as the provider and head ofthe family and thus the only person 
Iiable to pay tax.53 The women's associations demanded that the provider 
bonus should only be granted to persons that had children to provide for. 
They believed it to be an underestimation of wives' economic capability if 
they were as a rule defined to be in need of provision. 

When a new tax commission in 1936 was to work out reform proposals 
and the representatives of the women' s associations were not granted access 
to the committee, some associations54 produced independent statements on 
the issue, 55 They restricted themselves to developing pragmatic procedures. 
Tax declaration should thus feature both spouses' names and should only be 
valid if signed by both. Married women should be granted their own tax 
code if necessary and hence be able to pay their tax independently. Unmar
ried providers should also be granted the provider's allowances. Finally the 
judicial consequences of not paying tax should only have an impact on the 

d'd . 56person w h0 1 not pay It. 

2.3 Exeursus.· The effeets on the right to vote in loeal eleetions 

The husband's reliability in taxpaying could indeed have a negative effect 
on the woman's position in society and especially on her political rights. Un
til 1953 suffrage and eligibility was tied to the condition that one was regis
tered as a taxpayer in one's home community and that one had paid the taxes 
of the last two years including the current year. As only the "head of the 
family" was responsible for paying tax, his wife lost her right to vote if he 

52 See Ravn, Gender (note 43), p. 117. 
53 Inger Margrete Pedcrsen, Forsorgerbegrebet. Studier i familiens retlige problemer. 

Bet<enkning nr. 440, Copenhagen 1966, p. 112. 
54 Dansk Kvindesamfund, Danske Kvinders Nationalräd, "Open Door" and Koben

havns Husmodcrforening. 
55 Cf. Hemmer Hanscn, BI1tstromper (note 51), p. 87; Ravn, Gender (note 43), p. 117. 
56 Pedersen, Forsorgerbegrebet (note 53), p. 15. 
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did not pay. This was a problem especially in situations of separation.57 Yet 
it was first in 1957 that these regulations were relaxed and exceptions were 
made in case of death, divorce or separation. In lawful marriages, however, 
they were still valid concerning suffrage and eligibility. The minister of the 
Interior showed no understanding whatsoever: "As far as I remember, it is 
said in the wedding ceremony, that the couple should follow one another in 
good times and in bad times, and this alone is recognised here. I am about to 
say that if a woman has not enough influence on her husband to make hirn 
pay his taxes if she wants to be a candidate in local election, then her influ
ence in the district council will not be very strong either.,,5H 

2.4 The discussion after 1945 

A new impetus was brought to the discussion by Erik Ib Schmidt and Inga 
Dahlsgaard with the essay "Tax and marriage",59 published by Dansk 
Kvindesamfund in autumn 1945. The authors showed that the transition to 
modem forms of production with an extended division and specialisation of 
labour had brought significant changes to the economic unit "family", Still 
the woman's housework conditions improved, according to the article, in 
turn improving the economic situation of the family and thus raising family 
income. The housewife's work was taxed at a very low rate, the authors 
stated. First of all there were less indirect consumption taxes, as food and 
clothes could be produced in the house, whereas working mothers had to 
buy such items and secondly, the income of housework was not subject to 
taxation at all. 60 Apart from the taxation privileges of housework, the essay 
criticised the fact that gainful employment of married women was taxed at a 
much higher rate than any other employee's income. In tax law the wife was 
seen as an appendix to her husband, but the sanctions would have the same 
impact on her as on hirn. The authors' proposal was to abolishjoint taxation 
as the most sound and best solution. They also implied that provider, wife, 
and child deductions should be cut in favour of child benefits and other so
cial security payments. 

The publication of this essay had a thunderbolt's effect on the feminist 
debate. It had become apparent that housewives could, as a "work force re· 
serve", assist with the post-war reconstruction, for which a larger work force 

57 Ibid., p. 15.
 
58 Folketingstidende 1957/58, p. 473.
 
59 Inga Dahlsgaard/Erik Ib Schmidt, Skat og JEgteskab. Aktuelle skatteproblemer. Ed.
 

by Dansk Kvindesamfund, Copenhagen 1945. 
60 Dahlsgaard/Schrnidt, Skat (note 59), p. 19, 
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was badly needed. Therefore the Danish Women's Association took the of
fensive and demanded the separate taxation of spouses: "Because it is in our 
opinion of great importance for econorny that the female work force is also 
used, we venture to draw your attention to our earlier petitions all based on 
the idea that husband and wife - in one form or the other - are taxed sepa
rately, or that a considerably higher allowance on their joint income is 
granted instead.,,61 

The correlation of joint assessrnent, progressive taxation and the accord
ingly high rate of taxation for married working wornen, the low wages for 
women and the shortages in the work force were topics for lively discussions 
in thc post-war years. Newspapers ran such headings as "Can one save 
money through companionate marriage?", or "Marriage divorced for tax rea· 
sons", and thus intensified the conflict. Even the minister ofFinance tried to 

62find incentives for the employment of women. After consultations with the 
financial department about a new tax law in 1948, Dansk Kvindesamfund 
(DK) and its urnbreIla organisation Danske Kvinders NationalrGd (DKN) 
ernphasised their demands for gender equality in taxation in principle, and 
especially far the abolition of joint assessment and taxation.63 However, as 
the situation on the labour rnarket eased again, public interest in this issue 
also seemed to calm down. 

The results of the official commission on taxation, which had already 
bcen established in 1936, though first publishing its results in 1948 and 
1950, were distinctly lacking in innovation.64 Most of the commission's 
members, who were all men, had neither understanding nor concern for 
women's dernands and issues whatsoever. The commission's majority ex
plicitly justified the joint assessment and evcn tried to abolish the wife deo. 
duction.65 The report's tone not only displayed a lack of concern, but also 
retlected a considerable atTOgance, especially as the "childless wife" was 
used as the most deterrent example. The argumentation constructed an artifi
cial conflict of interests between the married wornan and the single mother. 

61 Kvindehistorisk Arkiv, Aarhus, material tax syslem. Letler ofDansk Kvindesamfund 
to tax commission from 2 September 1946. 

62 Kvindchistorisk Arkiv, Aarhus, a collection of articles about taxation from the years 
1946-48. 

63 Kvindehistorisk Arkiv, Aarhus, DKN and DKS to Generaldirekwr Knud Kost, Au
gust 1948. 

64 Betrenkningen om Beskatningen af Indkomst og Formue m.v. Afgivet af Skatle
lovkommissionen. I. deI, Copenhagen 1948; Skattelovkommissionens Betrenkning. 
11. dei, Copenhagen 1950. 

65 Betrenkning 1948 pp. 66·71. 
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It was asked again and again why the single mother was not granted the 
wife·deduction, and, in response to the rhetorical question, it was decided to 
cut the deduction altogether. The women's associations, DKN and DK pro
tested severely against the abolition of the allowance and drew attention to 
the effects ofsuch a "marriage penalty". They feared a drop ofwomen's em
ployment with negative consequences for reconstruction, an increase in di
vorces for tax reasons and a diminution in marriages. At the same time, they 
agreed to the alteration of the "provider" definition, which should in future 
be extended to unmarried people supporting their children, elderly or sick 

66relatives, and thus let them also benefit from family allowances.
In the second part of the 1950 report the official commission defended 

the continuation of joint assessment with the argument of "technical neces
sity in tax", though it did now develop proposals to augment the wife deduc
tion which clearlv contrasted with former statements. The female representa
tives' criticism'was clear: The investigation of mari tal taxation was 
superficial, and carried through without statistic material 01' thorough en· 
quily.67 Probably as a response, the Danish Women's Association itself now 
started an investigation on the taxation of married women.68 The result was 
remarkable. Not only did it not at all refer to the essay published eight years 
earlie1', there was also a drastic change of direction and argumentation. The 
demand for separate or individual taxation did not appear at all, instead the 
tax policy committee demanded different taxation scales for families with 
two working providers and families with a working man and his housewife. 
The abolition ofthe "provider,,69 definition was no longer a point of discus
sion. The definition was sharpened as it no longer referred to the support of 
children but should only apply to jointly assessed, married persons. "It 
would be sensible to apply the 'provider' definition only to married, jointly 
assessed couples and that only to them a family allowance as granted be
cause families have a much higher subsistence level than unmarried peo
ple.,,7U This surprising change of direction was definitely in conflict with the 

66 Kvindehistorisk Arkiv. See Letters of DKN and DK to the government and parlia
ment from 30 November 1948; Kvinden og samfundet, 1948, p. 176, "Til regering 
og rigsdag". 

67 Kirsten Gloerfelt-Tarp (Radikale Venstre), Folketingstidende, 13. ~ovember 1951, 
pp. 953,956. 

68 Dansk Kvindesamfund (ed,), Gifte kvinders beskatning. En undersogelse over 
virkninger af de greldende love samt retningslinier for rendringer, Copenhagen 1954. 

69 See Lissie Masgard, Hvad er en "forsorger"?, in: Kvinden og samfundet (1951), p. 
36f. 

70 Kvinden og samfundet (1954), p. 118. 
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original positions ofthe women's association, however it reflected the spirit 
of the times with its strang emphasis on legal marriage. One therefore can 
only agree with the historian Anna Birte Ravn, who holds the years 1945 to 
1953 to have been the most turbulent period in terms of political discussions 
and statements ofthe Danish Women's Association on tax policy.71 

Marital taxation kept the Folketing busy for regular periods of time. This 
was due firstly to the evident necessity of a tax reform but with none of the 
parties daring to launch sweeping reforms. The result was instead the pass
ing of aseries of smalI, partial reforms. In the annual budget and in finance 
laws small adjustments were made. In May 1954, the minister of Finance, 
Viggo Kampmann (S) came up with an eagerly awaited tax reform pro
posal. 72 According to this, spouses should be taxed separately up to a certain 
income, thus enabling the so-called assistant wives to be assessed individu
ally, too. From an income of 22,000-30,000 Danish crowns onwards, mar
ried couples were to be taxed progressively and jointly and thus to face 
augmentation oftheir tax burden. The missing wife and provider allowances 
were to be compensated by a general allowance for the subsistence level of 
every adult. For the first time, a proposal showed concern for the explicit 
support of the family instead of supporting marriage, as a representative 
stated: "The result is that before and after marriage, the tax situation will bc 
exactly the same for the couple ifthey do not have any children. If children 
are born, the circumstances will change and then the so-called family policy, 
that is, the special concern for families will be taken into account. Therefore 
families with children will bc favoured and special concern will be shown 
towards those families were the mother is working, toO.,,73 

New regulations for child benefits should also be settled with this reform. 
The proposal to pay these benefits to the mother and augment the mother's 
gainful employment was not met with enthusiasm everywhere. Conserva
tives ridiculed thc proposal by asking ifthe state was to pay a nanny for each 
and every family in the country.74 The abolition ofwife deduction was also 
quite controversial. From the women's side, the continued use ofthe word 
"head offamily" was criticised. However in the following year, the proposal 
was not passed by the Folketing. 

71 Ravn, Gender (note 43).
 
72 See Kvinden og samfundet (1954), p. 118.
 
73 Hans Knudsen (Socialdemokratiet), Folketingstidende, 20 May 1954, p. 5471.
 
74 Poul Moller (Konservative Folkeparti), Folketingstidende, 20. Mny 1954, p. 5519.
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2.5 The tax reform of1958 

There was a Iimited reform in 1956/57 when, instead of the one rating scale 
with the provider allowances, two taxation scales were introduced: one for 
providers and one for non-providers.75 The following year, most ofthe injus
tices conceming the "provider" definition had been resolved. Divorced or 
widowed men without current providing duties were no longer subject to the 
taxation privileges (as a matter offact, this applied to 165,000 men) and sin
gle parents were to gain easier access to the lower taxation. The right-wing 
liberal party Venstre tried to treat housework as an equivalent to employ
ment and called tür the expenses for housemaids to be made tax-deductible. 
According to Venstre, the number of kindergarten places needed could thus 
be limited to a "reasonable" amount and one could also provide support for 
the elderly and would not have to subsidise the "many and too expensive" 
elderly homes. Families in need ofhelp would sort out their problems more 
independently76 and govemment could therefore reduce claims for commu
nal domestic help or other public support. The Social Democrats, of course, 
objected to these ideas. 

As the different taxation scales led to a higher taxation of spouses who 
were both working, the women's association discussed separate taxation 
again. The valid regulations led in most cases to a higher tax burden if two 
working people got married. Regardless ofthe fact that both had been taxed 
high as non-providers before the marriage, the marriage could have a nega
tive effect on family economics in spite ofthe husband's provider benetit. If 
a man on the other hand married a non-working woman, the tax burden grew 
smaller because in this case the provider bonus came fully into effect. Little 
had changed for couples with a relatively low income and a working wife 
(about 70 percent ofthe married couples in Denmark). For the remaining 30 
percent of couples, those with a higher income, the tax burden increased no
ticeably. If two teachers decided to marry, then their taxation was 15 percent 
higher than before the wedding. If the woman only worked part-time, the 
burden nevertheless increased by 15 percent.77 The income of an unmarried 
woman was generally taxed lower compared to a married woman's income 
whose husband was working. The head of the household was still account
able to the tax authorities. Yet Jytte Christensen, the tax specialist of the 
Danish Women's Association did not revise her agreement to joint assess

75 Discussions in Folketing,7 December 1956.
 
76 Foged (Venstre), Folketingstidende, 10 December 1957, pp. 1459-1460.
 
77 Examp1es in: Betrenkning om JEgtefrellers Beskatning, Afgivet af det af finansmini
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ment,78 Christensen did indeed register the German Federal High Court's 
deeision against joint marital taxation. But instead of using the Supreme 
Court's verdict, whieh also eorresponded to UN philosophy, for her own 
campaign, she stlietly denied a similarity of the German and Danish situa
tion. Denmark, unlike the Federal Republic of Germany, did not have UN 
human rights embedded in its eonstitution and therefore the German deci
sion was not relevant, she stated. A little later the tax expert repeatedly 
c1aimed that the actual "ineapaeitation" was the fact that married women 
eould not file and be responsible for their own tax deelaration, nor sign their 
husbands'. Joint or separate assessments were only teehniques of taxation 
and neither implied a negative nor a positive judgement, she declared. DK in 
1960 only partly demanded the abolition ofjoint taxation beeause, aeeording 
to Christensen, most of the married women in independent employment en
joyed tax reduetion by means ofthe wife-deduetion.79 

The eonservative and right wing parties' plans of 1960, to introduee the 
splitting system in order to "bring a elear family policy into Danish tax law" 
were not successful.80 The DK representatives rejected the proposal at once 
beeause they held the splitting system to be not neutral, but supportive of 
housework and housewife marriage. 

14 years had passed since the end of the war and, in spite of many pro
posals, Denmark had not secn a significant change let alone eonerete steps 
towards the equality of married women and men in tax 1aw. As in previous 
years, the tax eoding was only given to the man, the head of family. The tax 
declaration was valid even ifhis wife had not signed it. However, ifthc fam
ily owed tax, government eould seize both spouses' salaries. Even the 
women's associations were unsure about the best strategy to eontinue the 
diseussion. Another ministry of Finanee eOInmittee was commissioned to 
investigate the social, legal and economic effeets ofthe current tax law. That 
eommittee proposed three different models for future taxation in 1963.81 

There was broad agreement on the necessity of ehanges, not at least beeause 
a threatened shortage ofwork force demanded other approaches to the prob
lem. The eommittee assumed that the high taxation of the female spouse's 
ineome noticeably reduced the likeliness ofher seeking gainful employment. 
This fact now had a counter-produetive effeet regarding the shortage of 

78 Kvindenogsamfundet(l958),pp.137 ff.
 
79 Kvinden og samfundet (1960), pp. 34-35.
 
80 Folkelingstidende, Poul M01ler (Konservative Folkeparti), 9 February 1960, pp.
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teachers, doctors, dentists, technicians and hospital staff.82 Ifa teacher's wife 
started to work in a similar position, the joint ineome was taxed at a rate that 
was 41.5 percent higher than if she remained a housewife. A part-time job 
meant a higher rate of 38.2 percent. For a factory worker, the wife's inde
pendent employment meant a higher taxation of 21.8 percent.83 Therefore, 
the official committee recommended reforms. It took on board the women's 
associations' arguments, that the eurrent tax law kept couples from getting 
married or even implied a divorce for financial reasons. This had been a 
strong objeetion. German women's organisations and Social Democrats used 
similar arguments in the discussion in the Federal Republic of Germany, 
during the 1950s, and finally succeeded. The alternatives were to impose 
individual taxation in general or at least for the majority of marriages, or to 
reform the wife deduction and raise it. The report concluded that if a simple 
and thorough reform was desired and if one wished to leave the decision be· 
tween independent employment and housework entirely to the married cou
pie, one eould only support the slow change towards total separate or indi
vidual taxation.84 However, in the reform bill the governmcnt presented in 
January 1965, there was little left ofthe committee's ideas.85 It was the first 
bill concerning tax that included significant changes,86 yet even in this paper 
the mari tal status had a direct effect on the tax burden. Inger Margrete 
Pedersen concluded in 1966 with an air of resignation that "it seems to be 
characteristic for our century that individualism is assumed to be something 
granted between partners and not something that has an effect on and sig
nificance for public demands,,,87 

Another regulation in tax law had clearly nonnative motives: the so
called newly-weds regulation88 If the newly married woman chose to stop 
working in the first three months of her marriage, the family could claim 
considerable tax reduction, regardless of the probable pregnancy of the 
woman. If circumstances changed for a single mother because of childbirth, 
there were no tax reductions at all. It is remarkable that these tax reductions 

82 Betamkning 1963, p. 62.
 
83 Ibid" p. 59.
 
84 Ibid., p, 73. See discussions in Folketing, 1Oetober 1963.
 
85 Pedersen, Forsorgerbegrebet (note 53), p. 26f. See also 1st discussion uf finans1ov,
 

Folketing, 22 Oetober 1965, 
86 See Ibid., p, 56. 
87 Thoger Nielsen, Indkomstbeskatning I, 1965, p.331, eil. after Pedersen, ForSC'Jrger
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with their transparent educational intention were not criticised 01' even men· 
tioned in any ofthe contemporary investigations and statements. 

2.6 The introduetion ofindividual taxation 

Despite the fact that tax refonn was an important subject for most parties in 
the 1964 election campaign, it took the govemment until 1970 before it fi
nally introduced individual taxation. Conservatives, Radicals and Social 
Democrats had alt stated that joint taxation should be abolished in their 
opinion, and all the other parties also desired tax reform.89 On 31 March 
1967 the so-called tax at source law90 was passed with the votes of the So
cial Democrats, the Liberals and the Socialists. The most important changes 
were the abolition of joint taxation and the standardisation of allowances 
and deductions. The wife's income was taxed separately if she was self
employed 01' independently employed 01' was granted social welfare, sick
ness benefit 01' pension. The provider definition was abolished. The family 
status should be taken into account via allowances per person. The man 
could claim his as well as his wife's allowance on his tax liability. In 1970, 
when the Conservatives were in power, the law came into force. From then 
on, tax deductions purely for mari tal status became a relic ofthe past. 

3. West Germany and Denmark in Comparison 

The changes within the tax law have to be interpreted in the light ofthe dif
ferent socio-political circumstances that implicitly 01' explicitly were taken 
into account. Such circumstances were the situation on the labaur market, 
juridical fixation and sodal acceptance of gender equality and finally the 
significance that was granted to marriage and especially to housewife mar
riage. 

In both countries, tax law played an important role in the parliamentary 
discussions about women's role. There were comparable origins - the so
called household taxation. In the Weimar Republic, quite a large group of 
married women were granted individual taxation while the main principle of 
joint taxation was kept. This exemption survived different modifications and 

89 Randi Markussen, Socialdemokraliels kvindeopfattelse og -politik fra 1960-1973, in: 
Den jyske historiker, special issue: Socialdemokratiet, ve1faerdsstaten og kvindeme. 
vol. 18 (1980), pp. 15·168, here pp. 59-70. 

90 Lov om aendring af lov om opkraevning af indkomst· og formueskat for personer 
m.v. (Kildeskat), in: Fo1ketingsärbogen 1967-68, pp.176-186; Lov om ikrafttraeden 
af Jov om opkraevning af indkomsl- og formueskat for personer m.v. (Kildcskat), in: 
Folketingsärbogen 1967·68, pp. 186 ff. 
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stayed valid untiJ 1958 - the year of the general tax Jaw reform, The house
hold taxation without exemption had been impossible to put through in the 
face of socio-political protests, apart from the period 1934 to 1941. In Den
mark, the so-called wife deduction was introduced in 1912. It was granted to 
men whose wives were in independent gainfu1 emp10yment, to cover the 
husband's expenses for home help in the househo1d. And yet on1y the hus
band was liable to pay tax. 

In both countries, married women were seen as a work force reserve and 
as a means to regu1ate the 1abour market. It was clear to contemporary po1iti
cians that a high taxation of married women's gainfu1 emp10)ment wou1d 
serve as a motivation against seeking independent employment. According 
to the labour market situation, tax po1icy could then be used as a regulation. 
In Denmark, the women's associations tried for the first time in an immedi
ate1y after the First World War to achieve separate assessment with this ar
gument, though without success. The ministry of Finance's tax committee 
picked up this argument not before the beginning ofthe 1960s, when a lack 
of work force was noticeab1e in certain professions. But even this knowl
edge still had no political consequences, General individual taxation finally 
became reality with the great tax reform of j 967 and came into force in 
1970. In Germany meanwhi1e, the labour market situation very often 
brought direct changes to tax policy, at least regarding the refOlms of 1934, 
1941, 1951, 1958 and finally also forthe tax compromise in 1965. 

Especially in the case ofDenmark, the ambivalences between marital and 
family law on the one hand and tax 1aw on the other are very apparent. 
Whereas marital 1aw since the 1920s declared the mutual obligation to pro
vide, tax law continued, until the 1ate 1960s, to speak of one provider re· 
spectively, in marriages, of a male provider. In the middle ofthe 1950s this 
system was broadened within a specific provider scale. The Danish tax law 
was thus a direct contradiction to the attempts at establishing equality in the 
1920s. Flexibility comparable to that in the Federal Republic of Germany, or 
even in the German Democratic Republic (where general individual taxation 
had already been introduced in the 195 Os), had not developed. This was not 
least due to the fact that Danish women's organisations did not argue either 
vigorously enough or as one voice against household taxation until the 
1960s. 

In Federal Gerrnan family law, or rather in the regulations of the Civil 
Code (Bürgerliches Gesetzbuch) from 1900 conceming the family, no inten
tion of gender equality was visible at all. Nevertheless, the individual taxa
tion ofthe working, independently employed married woman was incorpo
rated into tax law in the 1920s. At the beginning of the 1950s, those 
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I 
exemption regulations were extended to include other groups of working 
female spouses. Although the Gemlan govemment fixed the woman's re· 
sponsibility for the household in the so-called equality law of 1957, it still 
had to make individual taxation the basis for tax law, especially after the 
High Court's verdict. Yet it is still remarkable that from the introduction of 
the splitting model onwards, and again with the creation ofdifferent taxation 
rates for married and unman'ied people. German tax law still subsidises the 
housewife marriage. Thus, not de jure, but de facta household taxation won 
through against individual taxation. 

Ideas about how the state should intervene or act in order to support mar· 
riages or a certain type of family life -that marriage and family were to be 
suppOlted was out of question both in Denmark and in Germany - differed a 
lot. Opponents to joint taxation or household assessment stated in both coun· 
tries that such taxation would dissuade couples from getting married, or 
even support divorces as the joint taxation put working spouses at a disad
vantage against non-married couples. Defenders of household taxation gen
erally wanted to see and treat marriage as a union, as a closed institution, so 
that in Germany the male head of the family, and in Denmark the male pro
vider, was solely liable to pay tax, Neither the wife's deduction nor the ex
emption rules for working wives in Germany corresponded with the goals of 
opponents to household taxation. 

Tax policy was both a delicate and vividly discussed issue in 1950's 
Germany. It was seen in connection with the shortly before passed constitu
tional article of gender equality and the article to protect marriage and fam
ily. That the ultimate refoml and especially the splitting model finally subsi· 
dised housewife marriage more than anything before was not only surprising 
to the contemporary spectators. As a matter of fact, the splitting model put 
marriage itself in a better position in tax terms, though the married woman 
was personally at a much worse position, which remains remarkable even 
from today's point ofview. 

In Denmark the judicial questions of gender equality were not so relevant 
in the 1950s. Social questions were much more important. This might ex
plain why the subject was not seriously discussed until the 1960s, although 
there had been attempts to reform tax law in the 1930s. That it was then 
picked up again was also due to shortages in the work force in certain fields 
of employment. It is remarkable how much the women's organisations were 
engaged in the tax law discussion and how resolutely they demanded a gen
eral tax reform in the 1950s. Much clearer than ever before and clearer than 
the second feminist movement in the 1970s, they realised the gender com
ponent in tax law. 
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Centered societies. Business Leadership in 
Denmark and West Germany, 1960-1989. 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Keywords 

The 22. April in 1960, the theologian and personnel-social consultant, Dr. 
Dirk Cattepoel, contributes to the lecture series ofthe Deutsches Industriein
stitut at the spring meeting of the association Wirtschaftsring e. v. 1 He gave 
a talk outlining developments in West-German post war society and their 
expected consequences for both, future leadership styles and future organiza
tion ofbusinesses and industrial enterprises.2 Those future developments are 
framed by the keywords "Bildungs-" and "Ausbildungsgesellschaft". Both 
terms - the society of the educated and the society of the trained - proved to 
be constitutive for perceptions of industrialleadership.3 They are constitutive 
for the published debates on leadership of the three decades to follow. Also 
Cattepoel 's outline of developments explicitly characterizes a future German 
society, similar trends are to be found in other European countries, as is the 
case in Denmark. Cattepoel performs this new society by defining it. Thus, 
this is not a description, but a future, which is achieved, aversion of society, 
which proves to be hegemonie until the early nineteen-eighties, when the 
educated and trained managers in employrnent turn from succesful career 
men into dependants and social clients. 

1.2 Directing the future 

For the decades to come, the categories of nation, gender and time give di
rection to the formation of this society, structure them and offer orientations 
within them. Moreover, they legitimate what I am going to name 'the social 
changes of no change' - differing perceptions of career and leadership imag-

I Dirk Cattepoel, Auf dem Weg zu einem neuen Führungsstil im Unternehmen. Vor
tragsreihe des Deutschen Industrieinstituts, Nr. 28, 12/07 (1960). 

2 Unless explicitly differentiated, the term leader and leadership will in the following 
cover both, entrepreneurs, business as well as industrial leaders. 

3 For an extensive discussion on the source materials, please see: Iris Rittenhofer, 
Diskurs und Konstruktion. Die dänischen und deutschen Medienpräsentationen der 
Führungsdebatten 196G-1990. Eine vergleichende geschlechterhistorische Analyse, 
Ph.D.-thesis, Aalborg University 1998. 
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Centered societies 

ine social change. Nationed, gendered and timed interpretations of leader
and career concepts do move. Progress is created by timed (difference be
tween decades or years), nationed (difference in terms of the imagined 
communities named nations) or gendered (difference ofmen's and women's 
career) difference. This has important consequences for the conduct of a his
torical comparison: By looking at how leadership careers are narrated in dif
ferent spatial and temporary dimensions, with different genders and in dif
ferent national publications, it is possible to gather a various aspects of what 
constitutes our cultural knowledge, and how meanings differ. 

1.3 Cultural knowledge, ereata and presentation 

The term 'cultural knowJedge' defines what comes forward in my sourees, 
that is words 'put at the service of the visible', words situated and positioned 
put at the service ofwhat can be seen within the discursive framework which 
is aur culture.4 Thus, sources da not bring forward new knowledge. Rather, 
they make statements on what we already know, what we take for granted. 
Sources are about what we want to explain, what we want to produce knowl
edge about. The statements in the sources reveal a system of ideas, concepts 
and ways of thought and behavior which are shapes within a specific con
text. This is tTUe, whether I look at the sources within their own time, or as a 
historian using them years after they came into being. In this sense, my ap
proach to comparison is that of a 'cultural comparison'. This approach to 
comparison is informed by deconstTUction. 

The cultural comparison I want to offer will not result into the reproduc
tion of two different nations or genders, nor draw borderlines between dif
ferent decades. It is an analysis of mediated leadership in the Danish and 
German material, looked at not as separated by nation, but as two sides of 
the same coin: the promises incorporated in the modem. I read the sources 
from the point of view of cultural analysis, which means across national di
vides and decades, and across gender. Similar trends in both, Denmark and 
Germany, are not mediated in the same way. Therefore, the categories of my 
interest obtain differing meanings in the context ofvarying perceptions both 
within Denmark and Germany, and across the two nations. 

I created my sources out of printed media, published debates on business 
and industrial leadership. Media as co11ective and multi-voiced deeds are 
achieving leaderships and gender. Like a11 other actions, they are informed 
by their culture. What is interesting to me is to study media in order to un
derstand, with what lenses societies were looked at a certain time period, 

Joan W. Seol!, The Evidence ofExperience, in: Criticallnquiry no. 17 (1991), pp. 
774-797. 

111,1. 
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how they organized perceptions of leadership, and which perceptions were 
hegemonie at the time? To which extend was gender a paradigm, influencing 
and supporting those views? My sources do not constitute a sampIe of data. 
The sources, collected and sampled by me and with outset in my own inter
ests, are "creata".5 Creata embody both engendered and not engendered ma
terial on leadership issues from Germany and Denmark for the time period 
of 1960-1989. Creata are treated as 'presentations,.6 Presentation is an ana
Iytical concept ensuring the awareness that language use does not reflect or 
rnirror - as suggested by the widely used term 'represent' - text-external re
alities. Instead, language use creates a reality of itself, mediating and at the 
same time constituting the categories at play. The sources were read as texts 
of cultural memory and remembered culture, that is as discourses constitut
ing in language what seemingly is discovered and brought forward as news. 
They reveal collective patterns of thought to be brought forward and inde
pendent of the boundaries of two European countries. Also my approach 
might rernind of a conception of gender as performativity, as suggested by 
Judith Butler (1993), it differs in several points. Two of them are crucial: 
One, I decentralize gender, yet keep my analytic interest in gender; two, 
gender is not unique, but a nexus, embodying the same discursive relations 
as do contextual conceptions ofleadership. 

1.4 Cantent 

The major themes constitutive for Danish and German industrialleadership 
are presented in Self-made Societies. A comparative aspect is an integrated 
part of all paragraphs. In Continuity - denied, invisible, appreciated I discuss 
competing leadership concepts in relation to the discourses at play. In Cul
tural versus historical comparison I outline my approach, were I combine 
methods of cultural analysis and historical comparison. The meanings con
stituted by the achievements of gender in the sources are discussed in the last 

5 Wendy Stainton-Rogers, Unpublished paper, in: Eva Bendix/Dorthe Staumes (eds.), 
Overskridende Metoder [Transgressing methods], in: Kvinder, Kon & Forskning 
vol. 9, no. 4 (2000) 4, Copenhagen, pp, 3-16. 

6 Rittenhofer, Diskurs und Konstruktion (note 3). This chapter is based on the rethink· 
ing and reinterpretations of the results of my Ph,D.-thesis, in the illuminating light of 
two more recent projects, 1refer here especially to the concept of 'parallel category' 
in: Iris Rittenhofer, Aftermath. A scientist's tales on self and present. Forum: Quali· 
tative Socia! Research [On·line Journal], vol. 3, no. 3(2003). Access: 
http://www.qualitative-research.net/fqs/fqs.htm (ISSN 1438·5627). Special issuc: 
Subjectivity and Reflections on the Self in the Qualitative Research Process, and: 
lris Rittenhofer, Voices past? The twitching and twisting bodies of gender, in: 
NORA Nordic Journal ofWomen's Studies, vol. 9 no, 3 (2000), pp. 182-191. 
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paragraph Engender - indicator 01 change and origin. I conclude this chap
tel' by Comparative remarkv. 

2 Self-rnade Societies 

The future German society, Cattepoel claims in 1960, was not continuing to 
be a 'Bildungsgesellschafi', a literate society of the educated. Rather, Catte
poel argued, the future society was going to be an Ausbildungsgesellschafi, a 
society of the trained, This would put new demands to society in terms of the 
need for a decrease in not specialized work and an increase of jobs demand
ing specific training, In the nineteen-sixties, education was perceived as a 
class privilege. Like luxury and wealth - as related to tradition and upper
class - it had a bad reputation. Opposed to that, training was thought to be 
the means that would uni te a split post-war Germany. As a trained society, 
Germany would be an Einheitsgesellschafi der Mitte, a society neither di
vided by classes nor privileges. Instead, it would be a society organized 
around a new center, which yet was to be built: a growing group of trained 
employees was to be in the middle of this society. Training and participatory 
employment are the unifying aspects and thus the heart of this society. It 
mediates aspace between classes, careers, employers and employees. Train
ing was conceived as a mediator between classes, employers and employees, 
capitalists and workers. It is training, which as the common lowest denomi
nator was embodied in the widely used term 'the middle class'. This class of 
the trained employees incorporates the level of the blue and white collar 
worker as well as various degrees ofleader positions. 

The 'employed leader', as opposed to the 'borne leader', constituted the 
new middle within industrial organizations; the Anglo-Saxon term 'man
ager' was not used until the nineteen-eighties. Thus, by tuming it into paid 
work and employment, leadership was purified of politically illegitimate as
sociations like (old) elite, (family) tradition, authority, patriarchy, and inheri
tance, the links back to an unwanted past. Accordingly not inheritance, but 
training is put at the center of as the precondition of a successful leader ca
reer. The will to accomplish counts now as a prior means of success. The 
ideology of a career into the middle of societal and organizational power 
structures constitutes mediocrity as the new society's predominant character
istic. An image of an unitary society was actually accomplished by centering 
exclusive attention on those key themes like training for every body and em
ployed leadership on every level, making elites and unskilled labor invisible. 

In the material ofthe nineteen-sixties a pictures emerges: that of old elites 
and lower class people having vanished from post war Germany. A picture 
of post-war Germany is constituted, which gained the meaning of a factual 
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representation of this center as apredominant social structure at the core of 
power relations. In the nineteen-sixties, the educated and employed leader 
manager - was explicitly marked off against the entrepreneur characterized 
by i,nheritance both, of capital, enterprise and a powerful corporate position. 
Whlle employed leader and entrepreneur in the nineteen-sixties mediate a 
bipol~ and hi.erarchical opposition, in the nineteen-eighties they merge, In 
the nmeteen-elghues, the meanings ofthe manager were expanded and trans
ferred on the emerging educated entrepreneurs successfully starting their 
own self-employrnent by founding an expanding enterprise. 

Cattepod had predicted, that this forthcoming united society would lead 
to the withering of the class-conscious blue-collar worker's Marxist ideol
ogy, since untrained blue- collar workers would be elevated into executive 
type of trained positions. In order to obtain this, Cattepoel pointed out that 
the thus elevated blue-collar worker would have to be as close to the gran
~eurs of the executive employee as possible, especially as it comes to giving 
mIes of employed leadership to various degrees of training, experience and 
responsibilities. Thus, employed leadership-titles embraced both, foremen of 
minor working units, and managers in huge corporations, and everything in 
betwe~n. In Denmark, this theme is only marginally surfacing the media, and 
exc1uslvely narrated as woman, when for example, housewives and 'office 
girls' are presented as woman who made a career or even as 'leaders'. 

For the purpose of my argument, however, it is important to retain that 
the image of this society, centered around educational training and career is 
a meaning constituted by the merging of blue-collar workers with white
collar workers - training being the binding agent filling the gap of the in
?etw~en. Blue-collar work on the one hand and leadership on the grounds of 
mhentance on the other hand vanish from the published centered images. At 
the .same time,.a differentiation, which extends a multitude ofpositions cate
gonzed ~s white~col1ar work, is gaining increasing importance. Cattepoel 
had explIcated thls development when stressing the importance of matching 
t~ese developments. by assigning titles and honors to blue collar worker posi
tIons formerly restncted to the designation of those of white-collar workers 
thus changing the meaning of their jobs and positions and increasing thei; 
syrnbolic social status. 

. Edu.cational training is established as means to break away from descent, 
elther m terms of class, in terms of family or of feudal traditions. Equal 
chances qua educational training become one of the central themes of the 
nineteen-six~es.and nineteen-seventies, centering training as a core meaning 
?f democratIzatlOn. Equal changes qua educational training, which material
Ized the will to accomplish, is a post-war fairy-tale built on the narrative of 
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Centered societies 

modemity: the promise given to the individual subject to be able constantly 
to create her-Ihimself. The self-made-society is a society in permanent tran
sition, and a transitional society between feudalism and modem marked 
economy. 

The play of gender in the constitution of transitions in German and Dan
ish postwar societies is one of the concerns of this paper. The comparative 
analysis of the engendering of transitions points at that gender itself is a tran
sitional and thus a temporary category. The term 'to engender' is used here 
as an analytical concept and means 'to mediate with gender' . Inscribing key
transition points on gender achieves the effect of those points being the tem
porary entity or 'the being' of gender. This concept implicates an analytical 
decentralization of gender, leading to the question: If it does, when and 
where does gender emerge, and how does it mediate the patterns of leader
ship thoughts at play? Mediating with gender and as gender will be an inte
grated argumentation in this contribution. 

Mediated leadership is a social practice embedded in the images of 
changing or transitional societies. Apart from gender, the categories of time 
and nation are further mediators. They all create a distance, which makes the 
simultaneity of coexisting conditions for success other than trained accom
plishment invisible. Heredity and wealth are not only decentered, but no 
longer talked about in terms of successful career. Dichotomies like 
past/present or womanlman mediate the distance to traditions, which is cru
cial to the making of a German transition and a Danish continuity. Both im
ages are centered around an intermediate class, but in their own ways. While 
the image of a modem Germany is centered around the middle by making 
elites/owners and under class/workers invisible, the focused image of Den
mark is centered around community, seemingly embracing all classes and 
backgrounds without difference. In the Danish material, tradition continues 
to be a crucial, though secondary merit in the making of a meritocracy and 
therefore egalitarian Danish top elite. 

2./ A modern narrative 

The modem narrative on social equality through educational training is 
known in both countries at the time. Educational training was the crucial tool 
and major device for social upwards mobility. The role, however, educa
tional training did play for the continuity ofthe very top ofindustrial organi
zations and therefore in society, was positioned in ade-center and invisible 
in published discussions. Until the early nineteen-eighties, educational train
ing in itself counted as an accomplishment in Germany. In the course of the 
nineteen-eighties, this meaning changed; it now was no longer a success

69 



70 Iris Rillenhofer 

guaranteeing device in itself, but tumed into a mere precondition for getting 
access to the opportunity or the chance to get a successful career. In Den
n:ark, training in terms of higher education was approached differentJy; it 
dld .not mean an aecomplishment, but rather denoted a merit. This merit put 
achieved equal means to social elevation at the foeus of attention. With re
gard to the reproduction of the top in industry and society, the merit of edu
eational training only had a secondary and therefore minor impact. It is sec
ondary to the merit of personal relations, Iike family ties or networks. Both 
accomplishrnent in Germany, and merit in Denmark, legitimate leaders. ' 

Those patterns continue into the nineteen-eighties. Here, changing 
chances on the labor market entail the neeessity to keep up the modem narra
ti~~.an entirely self-made careers and legitimating the limits of eareer possi
~ihtles. Unhl then, this major narrative on equal opportunity through eduea
tlOn was held up by two main focuses. One of these foeuses is a pattern 
already to be found in Cattepoel's speech; everything mediated as improve
ments of the future soeiety was related to non upper-class people. In effect 
transition was ereated and eentered. The other major foeus lies on employed 
leadership, meaning both, doing leadership (as opposed to being aborne 
l~a.der in terms of either family descent or of personality), and leadership le
glhmated on the grounds of aeeomplishments like educational training (as 
opposed to heredity and ownership). Questions of eapital ownership in en
terprises and privileged famlly descent are not brought up when diseussing 
these leaders as unbound and entirely self-made sueeessful new eareer men. 
In De.nmark, apa:t from a single piece in the style of a critique of capitalism, 
questtons of capltal ownership as eonneeted to leadership do not surface at 
all. 

These main foeuses eclipse that edueation and training not only legitimate 
the new pos~-:,ar leaders of not privileged descent; also not outspokenly, 
they al.so .leglhmate the aeeess and the leadership of any manager in general, 
and this mcludes those of privileged descent andlor eapital owners. While 
this is made explieit in the Danish material, where a tradition of influential 
and privileged family ties eounted as a merit and even a primary one, it is 
totally excluded in the German material. Here, the exclusive focus on both 
edueational training as the aeeess giving aceomplishment or as a merit, ami 
?n I~~ders employment, creates a transitory society and delimitation to an 
llle~ittmate past. In Germany, this past is eharacterized by both ongoing 
eapltal ~d .business ownership, the inheritance of leader positions, and by 
the contmUlty of feudal elites. This becomes quite literal when the fusion of 
business owner and leader in the same person means authoritarian 'lord of 
the manner' leadership styles ofpatriarehs, assoeiated with feudalluxuries. 
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Centered societies 

Accomplishment in terms of training, combined with employment, medi
ates the 'new leaders'. The relationship between both, inherited and em
ployed leaders, not legitimate and legitimate leadership, authoritarian leader
ship and democratic co-work is organized by the systems of difference. 
Those bipolar hierarchical oppositions create clear boundaries and, by focus
ing on the positive poles, their exclusiveness. They organize an ambivalent 
relationship to a past and make continuities in the post- and cold war society 
unthinkable. Constitutive for the image of the society of the middle, the ef
fects of these bi-polarizations are strengthened in the mediation with gender. 
As part of the centering of accomplishments, business owner- and leadership 
vanishes in the nineteen-sixties trom the material, for then to re-emerge in 
the nineteen-eighties, however, with a slight change of focus. Focus shifts 
trom business heirs towards educated business founders, legitimating the un
til then silenced unification of owner- and leadership. The new society is 
also created by another major focus, namely a focus on the career opportuni
ties of those explicitly not being of privileged descent. Accomplishments 
like educational training became signs of successfully overcome back
grounds and thus signs of the meaninglessness of descent for the achieve
ment of positions of power. This is repeated in the exclusion of every 
leader's social background trom published debates. Combined with focus on 
achievements, the meaninglessness of family and class-descent for the as
signment of positions of power is established. Powerful positions in industry 
emerge as independent of traditions, that is of any kind of historical continu
ity. This is an essential part of the general discourses on the successful tran
sition and democratization of German post-war society. 

In Denmark, those elements are not split up in heredity and accomplish
ment, but peacefully coexist as various kinds of merit. Continuity in terms of 
family !ines or family traditions for the occupation of leader positions is not 
marginalized, but even merits its representative. Top leaders are double mer
ited, when old family ties are combined with the modem merit of accom
plishments, like training. Continuity in the shape of family lines of tradition 
is something worthy. Educational training, meaning social elevator both, in 
terms of society, and in terms of individual top leadership, unites both mod
els for legitimate top careers. Highlighted in the media, it creates the image 
of a homogeneous and modem society of equals. Trained blue-collar work
ers gained new meanings when disappearing into depictions of white-collar 
employees and managing executives of various kinds. Broader access to 
higher education added to the forming of a center, when it became the sign 
of a legitimate, broad and inc1usive elite, resembling both, the people and the 
elite, and expanding the elitist touch of university in the stories on the 
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masses transfonned into elites with the help of enlightening university edu
cation. This center replaces the notion of elites as old and exclusive, elites 
primarily by the virtue of descent alone, in the oblivion of invisibiJity and 
forgetfulness. 

In the Danish sources, not employed leaders, but employees are eentered, 
employees including leaders at various levels. In the nineteen-seventies, em
ployed leaders, direetors ineluded, are being enunciated co-workers and 
wage- earners. However, foeus does not shift away from the old elites. 
Rather, they are integrated into collective categories. Privileged family de
scent means an inherited family tradition of serving society weIl. As such, it 
is a primary and exclusive merit, not obtainable for everyone, differentiating 
the collectives like the merit of edueation. Educational training doubles the 
merit of these descendants from family traditions; they are exclusively in
scribed on man. Thus, a continuity of elite signified as patriarchy is told as a 
national or organizational unity of equal wage eaming, educated or trained 
people. Set up as binaries, employment explicitly combined with either dou
ble merit or simple accomplishment, legitimates (top-)leaders in respectively 
Denmark and Gennany. What makes the difference is the centering and de
eentering of family ties as either primary merit, or i11egitimate continuity for 
positions of sodal power, il1egitimate because of connecting soeiety to an 
unwanted past. 

2.2 The demarcation with gender 

The demareation with gender, however, goes along slightly different lines. In 
the Gennan sources there is an explicit distinetion made between leaders, 
their co-workers and a mass of the people. Though they a11 have in common 
that accomplishment legitimates their positions and their living standards, 
they are distinguished by the degree of their risks and responsibilities. Per
sonal fortunes of individuals in positions of power are hardly mentioned in 
either country; the presentation as salaried employees is an uniting aspect, 
which, however, is of minor importance in the Gennan sourees. In the years 
to come, in Denmark the image of a merited communitarian society of wage 
eamers was created. Wage eaming, set up as cornmon denominator, became 
the symbol of egalitarian equality. This makes it hard to point at the lack of 
equal pay for equal work. In Gennany, the image of the aecomplished and 
centered society mediated unity; the effect is the achievement of equality by 
uplifting everyone into elite and luxury. In the Gennan sourees, unity is me
diated by loosing sight of the differing preeonditions for accomplishments 
and among trained and educated employed leaders. In Denmark, this effeet 
is obtained by making favorable conditions prior to edueation and employ
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Centered societies 

ment a sign of a special merit. In the Danish material, merit explicitly legiti
mates and thus confirms the continuity if old elites in a egalitarian language 
of collective categories. 

In Germany of the nineteen-sixties, the entrepreneur especially of farnily 
enterprises turns into the modeling image of an unwanted past without le
gitimacy for continuing existence in post war Germany. Uniting the owner
and leadership of an enterprise in one person, the entrepreneur of typically 
small and medium scale enterprises becomes the symbol of both, elite posi
tions by virtue ofbirth, authoritarian leadership styles, and the leader type of 
the absolutist patriarch: all signs of outmoded and illegitimate leadership. 
Farnily thus signals continuity from a past, tight ties, bonds and therefore an 
unwanted and illegitimate continuity. Family owned enterprises, that is often 
small or medium seized enterprises, became the modeling image of all that 
which was to be left behind. Vanishing from the material from the rniddle of 
the nineteen-sixties, they are re-centered when they continue to be mediated 
as woman-specific ways of accomplishing a career and doing leadership at 
the top of an enterprise. 

The negative meanings of farnily as a symbol for unwanted continuity 
became quite literal when farnily turned into explicit barriers for the career 
mobility of young men promising to enter the ranks of the successful new 
self-made-man. They are mediated in stories on young men who have not 
yet reached the potential top of their careers, putting their career opportuni
ties at risk by an early marriage. Early means before they have reached the 
top of their career. Embodied in man, family and top career become mutu
ally exc1usive before this family-owned leadership was exc1usively embod
ied in woman. Actually, being stationary is a negative trait in a society de
fined by transition and change. Being settled even presents a matriarchal trait 
exclusively handed down from grandmother to mother and to daughter. But 
family ties as opposed to the new successful self-made-man is nothing but an 
image of a society divided between continuity and the independence of its 
history. Thus, woman symbolizes the embodied endangerment of the new 
society, wife the embodied endangerment of the new man. The purchase of 
homesteads early in their career lives is another barrier. Mobility places tran
sition, independence and the overcoming of connections to the past in terms 
of descent in geography and physical space. Its opposite, embodied in an 
immobile homestead inhabited by a woman, literally turns into chains when 
related to the new man. These themes are not to be found in the Danish ma
terial of the nineteen-sixties. 

Independence became a characteristic trait of the new man. Until the 
early nineteen-eighties, every trained and educated body turned into self
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made-~anagers of t~eir lives and in their jobs, holding the dignities of ac
complJshed ~eadership and participating in corporate decision-making proc
esses on vanous levels and degrees of responsibilities. The exdusive focus 
tumed upon them strengthens the image ofmiddle management as a success
fully accomplished top career. Middle management thus placed at the center 
of success, the self-made-man's top career stands out as the very top of ca
reer, success and society. When the ceilings between dass differences in 
success as weil as between middle and top management enter the surface of 
explicitness in the nineteen-eighties, top leadership and the limitations of 
educational training become acknowledged. It is only then that middle man
ager positions eventually begin to mediate a corporate top career ofwoman. 

In Genna~y, the educated generalist and top-leader of at the least large
s~al.e enterpnses vamshed from the general picture from the mid nineteen
slxtles ~nd Jeft the published space far the trained expert and specialist until 
the begmnmg of the nineteen-eighties. There, the regained visibility of the 
educated generalist has his revival, placing the trained managers on the mid
die level as explicit experts, dependants lacking a disposition for risk-taking, 
and subordmates. The generalist reemerges as the one at the very top. Once 
centered, employed middle managers now stand out as a glut of an affluent 
mass. T?e replacement ofmanagers in the middle or at the margins of corpo
:atlO~s lS narrated as a lacking ability to compete. If engendered, this lack is 
mscnbed on woman. Again, gender is placed successfully at the center for 
expl~n~tio~. It legitimates the !imitations oftrained social mobility as weil as 
the llrmtatlOns of success - not to be able to make it to the very top of soci
ety - in 'being'. Accordingly, independence gained new meanings: auton
omy from social security systems, bosses and dependant employment are 
~ow to .be found in business foundations. Engendered, business foundation 
m the nm~teen-eight~es is narrated as women's opportunity for emancipation 
from patnarchal soclety, that is to gain independence and economic auton
o~y from .m~n: bosses and husbands. The exemption from patriarchy, in the 
n:net~en-slxtles still a theme of national importance, is in the nineteen
elghtles re-inscribed on woman and told as women's way into both, total in
dependence ~nd top management. In the Danish material, in the same period, 
an eye-catchmg number of 'women directors' emerge on the surface. The 
mere quantity mediates progress and successful emancipation of a gender 
mto the powerful top of industry and society; all of them, however, turn out 
to be one-woman operations. 

The ~rocesses of centering and de-centering denote not only categories of 
leadershlp, but also of gender. Engendering is a central means for the media
tion of social progress and change. If engendered, the most valued career 
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paths and leader positions are in both countries always and exc1usively em
bodied in man. Man signifies what at different times and within specific con
texts is at the center of societal self-understanding and self-definition. The 
embodying of these changing focuses in man is a cultural activity, which in 
two movements establishes both, managers as valuable symbols for worthi
ness and therefore for legitimate social recognition, status and personal posi
tion, and man as their modeling image. Accordingly, the manager embodies 
legitimacy, democracy, independence, self-made etc., becoming the model
ing image ofthe successful new man. 

Strikingly, the successful self-made-man continues to be faceless, a non
person without a name. In Germany, this is also true for the generalists and 
for top leaders. Quite opposed to that, in Denmark, explicit focus is directed 
towards individual leaders merited by family traditions of serving society, by 
training and by resuIts right from the beginning of the time period for this 
investigation. Already in 1961 there was an entire series in favor of the 'Men 
at the top,.7 Continuity in terms of merit in the Danish material is both, an 
openly expressed barrier for the new man, and a cherished value at the center 
of society, while it in Germany is devalued, de-centered, silenced, inscribed 
on woman or mediated as non-existing until the nineteen-eighties. The cen
tral role given to industry and economy in the German material right from 
the nineteen-sixties is due to the illegitimacy ofpoliticalleadership and a de
clared lack of key positions in post-war society. From this emerges a lack 
due to the de-centering of any historical continuity, and the constitution of 
industry and economic leadership as the legitimate key positions in society. 
One mode of narration is the story of achanging character of legitimate 
leadership within enterprises. The 'concrete ceiling' (Cattepoel) of inheri
tance forms in the early nineteen-sixties a metaphor for the barrier to the up
rising trained and therefore legitimate self-made-leaders, that is heirs to the 
business and the respective leader positions at the top ofthe enterprise. What 
is claimed to be the achievements of the old leaderships - the reconstruction 
of German economy and enterprises after the war - is overcome by the cen
tering on the accomplishment of educational training, legitimating business 
leadership. Thus, not only the modem discourses of enlightenment and the 
victory of a certain kind of scientific rationality are at play, but also the 
modem discourse on the individual's emancipation from gender, c1ass or 
family background, mediated in the centering on successful self-made-man. 
Respectively, and following Adomo's attempt of outlining leader types, 
bossy lord of the manor leadership styles are considered to be out-timed by 
more democratic and co-operative styles adjusted to the centered society, 

Series: Mrend i toppen. Vendsyssel Tidende, 1961. 
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which integrates economic leaders and the new key positions in post-war 
society. 

The cultural practice of engendering, of inscribing leader on gender and 
gender on leader, contributes to the notion of break in th~ Gerrnan material.. 
So does the fact that political, military and intellectual e1Jtes are not part of 
the centered society, on the contrary. In Germany of the early nineteen
sixties these traditional elites are explicitly said not to have any legitimacy 
left. L~gitimated not by resurrection, but by the Wirtschaftswunder mediated 
as societal accomplishment, the industry not only mediates a new, democ
ratic and legitimate leadership of society - the only legitimate leadership 
said to be left. They are also explicitly to fill in this vacuum ofpoliticallead
ership, which is to take on responsibility for the establishment of a ±Tee so
cial market economy and thus the molding of a new society built on compet
ing accomplishments. Industry, not politics is to be the most important sector 
responsible for society as a whole. Such needs and developments were not 
expressed in the Danish materials in the same way. 

Here, politics and military experiences are not de-centered, the unification 
of public and industrial interests with heredity do not illegitimate, but merit 
leaders. This might serve as an explanation for why the one and only woman 
leader visible in the Danish material - Dagmar Andreasen - in the nineteen
sixties gets at the center of published interests, namely at the time when she 
is elected MP to the Folketing. This may be explained by the fact that the 
intertwining of politics and industry is not only not silenced, as is the case in 
the Gerrnan material, but even signifies a special credit distinguishing top 
from other leaders. Moreover, the story on her success and expansion of an 
agrarian family enterprise into industry teils the story of the transition of 
Danish society from an agrarian to a manufacturing, but not an industrial so
ciety. She has no published attention when she transforrns the family owned 
enterprise into an industrial corporation with a board. Though embodying 
the merit of family tradition in terms ofboth parents being successful entre
preneurs independently of each other, she is lacking the accomplishment of 
educational training. However, being a politician, too, she is double, yet tra
ditionally merited, not embodying the ingredients of the modem self-made
leader, despite the fact that she expanded a small manufacture and enterprise 
into a huge industrialized company. 

As in the Gerrnan material, the categorization woman serves to create 
transition, either embodying what is de-centered and left behind, or what 
does not fit into the narrative on progressing societies. The lack of success 
(despite accomplishments) is centered in being, inscribed on woman as a sex 
and as a gender. Success, on the other hand, is centered in doing and engen
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dered with man. Thus, doing is inscribed on men as a sex and as a gender. 
Woman is an indicator for what is to be considered as left behind, of what is 
contextually de-centered and therefore either is non-existent, out-dated or 
illegitimate. In the German material, woman exists right from the beginning 
and throughout the period of my investigation. Until the nineteen-eighties, 
woman almost exc1usively is perceived as related to the leadership of farnily 
owned enterprises, inc1uding the luxury of old and the wealth of new family 
fortunes. Heredity and exceptional wealth is inscribed on woman; the effect 
is that heredity counts as woman-specific and woman-only access to busi
ness leadership: first, exc1usively as inheritance ofbusiness owner- and lead
ership, later on as well as the psychological or social inheritance of specific 
traits ~ both bequest from man. 

The self-made-leadership of industry embodies the virtues of the Leis
tungsgesellschaft, the performance oriented society, directed towards 
achievement. Exclusively inscribed on man, man appears to be the gender at 
the center of the new society. Self-made-leader accordingly embodies the 
opposite to old elites, their fortunes and societal structures, literally pictured 
as feudal left-over. Danish patterns of thinking industrial leadership are 
characterized not only by continuity of merit. In Denmark, industrial leader
ship was hardly a subject of published critical discussions in the nineteen
sixties. 8 Moreover, neither the legitimacy of leaders and leadership, nor the 
continuity of old elites were problematic. As opposed to the German mate
rial, neither is the linkage between industrial and political or other forms for 
public leadership a problem in need for neither discussion nor legitimatiza
tion. Only one Danish source does mention at all the new self-made men. 
Different from Germany before the nineteen-eighties, the Danish published 
sources openly address these men's troubles with entering the old elites, not 
even in the late nineteen-sixties interrupting continuity of elite families in 
powernd positions. In the German material, the 'concrete-ceiling' is exc1u
sively enunciated in relation to family owned enterprises, thus stressing the 
symbolic value of family as linkage, limitation and unwanted relation to the 
past. Thus, family owned enterprises become the symbol for being not mod
em. In 1987, this pattern is confirmed by a published analysis on the re
cruitment to powerful positions in Danish society.9 In the German sources, 
the limitations of career prospects despite performed accomplishments and 

8 Compared arnount of published newspaper articles. Gerrnany 1960-1972: 111/67 in 
the 1960s and 44 between 1970 and 1972. Denmark: 1960-1974: 61/34 between 
1960 and 1969,27 between 1970 and 1974. 
Mogens Nygaard Christoffersen, Magtens mrend - om rekrutteringen til magtfulde 
poster, in: Samfundsokonomen, no. 5 (1987), pp. 4-9. 
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the willingness to take on responsibilities outside family owned businesses 
was not explicitly acknowledged before the first half of the nineteen
eighties. A World-War rr kind ofpast is neither existent in the German nor 
in the Danish sources. 'Pas!' is reduced to the First World War and the 'feu
dal' times before then. 

3 Cultural versus Historical Comparison 

Compared across decades, Cattepoel's implicit distinction between borne 
and designated leaders equals the distinction between Bildung (education) 
with its connotations of breeding, upbringing, ways of behaving, and Aus
bildung (training). Training is less deep and enfolding, stays on the surface, 
and basically means education with a certain predefined purpose. Education, 
on the other hand, signals lines of tradition and a general direction. This dis
tinetion is parallel to the distinction between manager and leader or man
agement and leadership. It is mediated in the difference between the general
ist and the specialized expert. In the nineteen-eighties, it becomes apparent 
that this distinction is analogue to the middle manager and the top director. 
This difference surfaces in the German material in the nineteen-eighties. 

Investigating across decades, nations and categories apparently very far 
apart from each other, the generalist and the specialist paralleIs the earlier 
distinctions between the borne leader and socialized leader behavior, be
tween traits and training, between descent or family inheritance and accom
plishment, between talent and education, between woman and man, between 
past and present, between continuity and a break with the past, between sin
gle and double merit. All those binaries are contextual metamorphoses of the 
basic modem dichotomy nature versus culture, body versus mind, consti· 
tuted by the dash of discourses which becomes visible in the change of 
hegemonie perceptions of societal barriers: ceilings, in the nineteen-sixties 
made of conerete, in the nineteen-eighties made of glass. Metaphors for bar
riers towards action, they make the schism of modemity visible. Despite the 
ideologies of equality and education for every body, performance is not 
enough to overcome being - who and what every body iso The past lives in 
the presence of the material, that feminine leadership and woman leader 
embody what is devalued and counts as outrnoded. As a consequence, if the 
analysis is not organized along well-established divides like decades, it turns 
out that masculinities parallel femininities. This re-gendering suggests that 
there is original content neither may be designated to only one of the two 
genders, nor to the decades explored or the nations compared. 

The goalofthis comparison is neither to trace down empirical differenees 
between the developments of nations, times or genders, nor to analyze the 
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causes for their differing origins. Origins being an effect, the goal of cultural 
comparison rather is to assemble what it is that has been split apart by cate
gories organized as both, hierarchies and dichotomies. 'Discursive knowl
edge' does not know of spatial or temporary frontiers or various sites of 
knowledge production, like different media houses. lo Comparisons on the 
level of cultural theories are always genuine comparisons. Nation and chro
nology are only analytical tools for organizing the source material and as 
such not causal, but secondary to the questions at stake. The crisscrossing 
search for parallelisms reveals a line of silenced continuity in the German 
material, which actually matches the outspokenly cherished continuities in 
the Danish one. This line of continuity is the one of unchangeable, social or 
biological, traits, either inscribed to gender, or to various categories of 
leader, in terms of heredity. The match of a double or additional nature, that 
is that of man and top leader, is an effect brought forward in discursive lan
guage use. The concepts of the top leader are either molded as the borne 
leader with traits prior to and therefore independent of accomplishrnents, or 
as merited family descent, or as 'being' in terms of vocation, the social and 
'doing' -oriented version of which is the non-stop work for 24 hours a day. 
All three concepts signify and legitimate the chosen few; when hegemonic, 
they are embodied in man alone. The effect of agendered nature establishes 
a line of legitimate continuity, which coexists in both countries, though it is 
of larger importance in Germany than in Denmark. This is due to difference 
in language use, that is collective versus polarized categories in respectively 
Denmark and Germany. 

While the use of collective expressions creates hegemony and equality, 
polarized language use achieves major divides. The open discussions of 
leader speci fic traits vanished in the second half of the nineteen-sixties from 
the German material, they returned in the nineteen-eighties shaped as talent. 
The discourses of meritocracy, governing those of borne elites, dash at that 
time. The will to take risks now openly divides those educated and willing to 
achieve from those successfully entering top leadership. Thus, paid em
ployment, highly trained employees metamorphosed into social dependant 
masses with no disposition for risk-taking. There lack of top success is there
fore legitimized as a lack ofbeing, ofnot being able to compete successfully. 
Risk-taking, however, has been adesignated leader trait right since the up
coming ofleader theories in the 19th century. 

In the nineteen-eighties, the center of society moved; employed leaders 
turn into dependent employees, dependency means social dependency in 
terms of a monthly salary, pension and unemployment benefits. As such, 

10 Rittenhofer, Aftennath (note 6). 
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they are opposed to a lack of autonomy, a willingness to take risks, and so
cial and economic independence. The nineteen-eighties are the decade where 
the image of the centered German society is disintegrated. The highly trained 
signified as successful elites metamorphose into academic masses, symboliz
ing a luxury surplus. Symbolizing luxury, the possibility emerges for criti
cizing public higher education for not being a social benefit, thus not legiti
mately being funded by a strained welfare system. The stories on limited 
corporate success are not only told as woman, but are the general tone in the 
nineteen-eighties, when higher education looses its status as a key to a su~
cessful career and instead turns into a precondition to a career access pOSI
tion. The trait of talent is explicitly reintroduced when highly educated peo
pIe gain the status ofmasses depende~t1y emp~oyed; the heritable p~s.sess~on 

and social position metamorphosed mto the mhentable talent, legltImatmg 
the top success of the few in a meritocracy despite the accomplishments of 
the many. Closed elites openly emerge on the published scene once again, 
this time not limited to family owned enterprises. 11 Unequal preconditions 
due to descent in terms of family, dass and gender reenter the stage; talent, 
what people are, or the lack of the same divides the trained. into tho~e ,,:,ith 
legitimately successful and unsuccessful careers. In the nmeteen-elghtles, 
higher educational training turns into an outspoken career possibility for es
pecially women at a point oftime, when it no longer counts as neither suffi
cient preconditions nor a guarantee for a successful career into aleadership 
or top leader position. Higher education, in the nineteen-sixties still a means 
to escape family descent and dass ties, is in the nineteen-seventies and nine
teen-eighties denunciated as mass education. In the nineteen-eighties, it sur
faced as a newly discovered means for woman to overcome her gender and 
to enter into a successful career. This new inscription on career woman is 
made at a time when formal qualifications decrease from guarantee of a suc
cessful career to the ticket for at best a career start position. 

The trait 'talent' tums into the explicit legitimacy for the limits or possi
bilities of a career despite of accomplishments and the will to achieve. This, 
too, indicates that leader conceptions rooted in 19th century leader theories 
still have influence in post war Europe. The basic concept is that there exist 
certain traits, which distinguish aleader from the bulk of most other fellow 
persons. This development is actually similar to the conceptions of sex or 
gender, gender based on the limitations of sex, a fact usually overlooked 
when research in gender and leadership is done. Besides mass, woman, too, 
signifies the limitations of corporate careers of highly trained people. Since 
hierarchies in society in the Danish material are incorporated into collective 

11 Rittenhofer, Diskurs und Konstruktion (note 3). 
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Centered societies 

categories like merit, the c1ear-cut polarizations between mass and elite are 
not in operation here. Merit, however, in terms of family line, transports the 
concept of exclusive and exclusionary traits. Gender is, with the exception of 
Dagmar Andreason at play from the late nineteen-seventies and increasingly 
throughout the nineteen-eighties. This is a change in the application of an
other system of difference. These phenomena are shifts in explicit published 
focus and such of culturallenses, and as such indicators of changing social 
conditions demanding new legitimacies. As thus, they coexist in both set of 
materials and in the respective decades . 

The general believes in the blessings of meritocracy, of every man willing 
to achieve also being able to make a career, were in the nineteen-eighties 
openly countered. Talent, as does woman, directs meanings towards un
changeable traits written into the body and creates limitations of success de
spite public education programs, gender equality laws and other means sup
porting an understanding of societies centered round thee belief in 
educational meritocracy of measurable qualifications. In Germany, talent 
reintroduces traits as legitimate limitations far degrees of success, openly 
differentiating the highly trained and not by name, but by virtue introducing 
a legitimating system on the surface of the Danish material throughout the 
period of investigation. They now legitimate the limitations of social change 
with regard to elite positions despite accomplishments. These beliefs may go 
on and may not be challenged, since aspects for social inequality and limited 
social change are rooted in the essences of those at question. This continuity 
or reminiscence of 'old times' , said to be left behind in the dark ages of elit
ist class society, is blurred by metamorphoses of the systems of difference 
and changing meanings. 

From the first half of the nineteen-eighties woman and talent, gender and 
leader forth drive a theme earlier openly discussed in the nineteen-sixties. 
That top-elites are out of published German focus far two decades is consti
tutive for that both, the new class perfomling the middle, and carporate mid
dIe management, may perform the new elite, creating the effect of a top. 
Middle management positions being the highest leader positions visible until 
the early nineteen,eighties, these positions became important as symbols far 
the achievement ofthe new man's top-career, for top-management, thus con
stituting the new and democratic elites and a totally new society. The refo
cusing on those on the very top in the first half of the nineteen-eighties 
causes the effect of an apparent replacement of the new man in changed ca
reer possibilities now openly acknowledged as limited. Thus, it is in the 
nineteen-eighties when woman in both countries visibly emerges on the pub
lished carporate scene; woman is a the metaphor ar symbol for being gradu
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ally less, and for a gradually less (like talented) being. As such, the modem 
schism between doing and being appears in various forms or embodirnents, 
among thern those top-leader/manager, manlwornan. 

4 EnGender: Indicator of change and origin 

When in both countries in the nineteen-eighties woman visibly emerge on 
the published cOl-porate scene, they engender barriers known as the 'glass
ceiling'. The 'glass-ceiling' is today widely known as a problem specific for 
woman as a gender and located in her gendered being. However, as this 
analysis indicates, apparently gender specific findings are not exclusive for 
gender. Therefore, I suggest to define explicit 'gender' as a nexus. Those 
finding should not be referred to as a characteristic of neither wornan nor 
man. 

The reconfigurations of both, privileges, criteria for success, and of crite
ria for legitirnate leadership in the nineteen-sixties and then again in the 
nineteen-eighties, are mediated by their re-engendering, and thus an 
achieved effect. In Germany, right from the beginning of the time period for 
my investigation, wornen in business or industrial leadership positions get 
published attention, though slightly differing from that of their male coun
terparts. While the new self-made man is a carporate man, corporate wornan 
is not visible before the nineteen-eighties, where she embodies the lacks of 
competitiveness, success and independence of the by then devalued self
made-managers. Looking at gender as the nexus of patterns of thought, con
sidering the variety of aspects constitutive far the leadership debates, the 
question is what it is that is embodied in narratives on woman. 

What is it that is told as a woman's specific way ofbeing or of doing ca
reer or leadership? It is remarkable that the heredity of positions of power, in 
the nineteen-sixties demonized as symbol of a not legitimate continuity of a 
past, is the only access to leadership visiblized as woman in that decade: the 
image of woman, heir, business owner and leader in one and the same per
son, One reason for that woman in leadership positions da enjoy published 
attention in Gerrnany at that time is, that they in 1954 became the organized 
members of an international lobby organization for women entrepreneurs. 
Woman managers do not have a lobby in the nineteen-sixties. A further fac
tor is the constitutionally guaranteed equality of woman and man in Ger
many, which is not achieved in Denmark until today. This explains why 
there is a vast amount of pieces on this group of leaders in Gerrnany right 
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from the nineteen-sixties, but not how the theme ofwoman and leadership is 
dealt with or what kind of knowledge it is that is put forward that way.12 

Social dependency, in the nineteen-sixties meaning heredity as opposed 
to meritocracy, is in the nineteen-eighties transferred to dependant employ
ment. The ownership and leadership ofbusinesses and enterprises, mainly as 
a result of family tradition and heredity, emerges as being the exclusive path 
for a woman successfully heading towards leadership positions during the 
nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies. It is not, however, woman's success, 
as opposed to men's success, but different nexuses of gender, which are at 
play. Ifwe take a look at where woman and man surface exclusively, woman 
is the nexus of what is Iess valuable or prestigious, man is the other. Thus, 
there is a change from man to woman, achieving the effect that woman al
ways is one step behind men, that gender destiny is reversed. This effect is 
repeated by not surfacing woman in respective most prestigious top posi
tions. As such, gender functions as a boundary in exactly the same way as 
the differentiation oftime into present and past. 

A surface different to the Danish material, reverse gender creates a 
boundary between education and socially privileged descent. A gender effect 
is the clear separation of both, political and economical positions of power, 
and of social privileges and accomplishments as means of a successful ca
reer. Woman not only appears to be lacking the virtues of industrial and de
mocratic post-war societies, which highlights are modeled in the image of 
man. Woman becomes the symbol of fore ver being a back number, of al
ways being one step behind. In the nineteen-nineties, this aspect has become 
a self-evident truth, as the still widely used term 'the glass-ceiling' does in
dicate. It's widely overlooked, that this terms has it's roots back in the nine
teen-sixties, when dependency tumed into a gender specific trait for success 
and the concrete ceilings of family succession into a gender specific protec
tion against competition, at a time when leader traits or "being leader" versus 
"doing leader" and accomplishing a career stamp the published debates on 
leadership. Remains of this engendered tale are in the nineteen-eighties the 
need of a supporting husband in order to be able to accomplish a career, or 
the need of being a daughter in order to make it into successful leadership. 
Accomplishment, independence and the ability to make it to the top by them 
selves are inscribed on and embodied in man. The concrete ceiling of the 
nineteen-sixties and the glass ceiling of the nineteen-eighties illustrate the 
change in focus from relationships to educational training as access giving 

12 Compared amount of newspaper artic1es on wornen in leader positions. Germany: 
1960-1970:67. Denmark: 1960-1970:46, the majority of them are written on Dag
mar Andreasen. 1977-1989:188/31 between 1977-1979. 
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devi~es, the change in focus from society as a whole to woman in particular, 
soIvmg the elash between discourses on equal opportunities qua education 
and tho.se on p~rsonal relations privileging the chosen few by locating it in 
the achleved dlfferences of two genders. It is this elash, which demarcates 
the publishable space in which leadership-careers and their genders are 
achieved. 

I?ep~nden.cy as a parameter of woman's success into leadership is em
bodled m qUlte a number of features. In the nineteen-sixties it is embodied 
in family heredity. In the nineteen-eighties, the social has wdn over the heri
table when successful woman's dependency is seen as a social relation that 
is in. terms of special corpo:ate or public measurements, meeting wo~an's 
publJshed needs for support m order to be able - as a gender - to accomplish 
a career..In~e:estingly, the accomplishment of a career counts itself as major 
success, If It IS related to woman. Therefore, the nineteen-eighties revival of 
the boss and business owner in the shape of a founder of small or medium 
scale enterprises also is mediated as a women-specific way of gaining auton
omy from patriarchy, that is either from (male) bosses sabotaging their ca
reer success, or from economic dependency in terms of a patriarchal struc
tured soc!ety. The enlightening tale is that of being your own boss, either in 
terms of mdependence from man, or in terms of socia! independence, of not 
being a elient of social securities offered by employment. 

In both countries, woman becomes the published modeling image of the 
educated and trained founders of small businesses, which do not expand. 
This is mediated in different ways in respectively the German and the Dan
ish material. In the Danish material, stories on woman general directors 
e.merge in the nineteen-eighties, suggesting progress as the equal opportuni
tles scene expands mto top leadership of private industry. However, while 
the woman top directors embody the leadership of one-woman businesses, 
the general managers of corporate enterprises are embodied in man. This is 
yet anothe.r example .wh!ch illustrates that categories like general manager 
are collectlve categones In the Danish material, while it is an exclusive cate
gory in the German material. Thus, in the Danish material gender is used to 
establish and to legitimate collective differentiations and hierarchies within 
the same, while it serves in Germany to deepen and to legitimate polariza
tions and hierarchies. 

Looking for patterns across decades, and differentiating between what is 
told with gender, that is the contextual multi-relations in the nexus woman or 
m~, and. what is told as gender, that is as gender-specific, a pattern emerges 
whlch bnngs forward a story different from the master narratives on realized 
emancipation or equal opportunities. With talents, traits are reintroduced in 

order to explicitly legitim;;.:e '.' :-~: -:-J. 

not everybody who is hlgr-.::- :-:-::..:-:-~..: 

career. Said in other worc.s. :':-.':': :~ 

ship positions are alwa)s ~es::-:~:=-: 

are reemerging, depri\·;r.g :"-.e e::__ 
touch of top elitism. The ,e-e-.::-~~O: 

mitting them into masses. ::...5 ::".:. 

the outstanding few silr.o-..:e::-_:-.~ ; ,.., 
as the providers of bod-.. ::-.e:~- :.~_ 
equals the corporate el':;;':o:. ees :::.: 
them from employed lea':e~s-:-.:: :~ 

chy, then, is not abou: :T.2.~:: :-: '.' ~ 

Movement turned patr:~c:-.:. '::-:: ::. 
erarchy structures in fe-...:':2.~ s:ce=~ 

tarian leadership style \\e~e '::~c _"-"-= 
counterpart, when for e:\2..."':".::e :':-.e s 
as being authoritarian a~e c:'s~ ..5~~': 
of childlike co-workers. 

In Denmark, the ficIC-:-. ::' ~.:: ~ 

collective equalization..-\ '.2:':::-:-. : 
clearly held apart, legi n::::::e: ~ : ::' 
tion of those of differer:::-. ~.::-. :e: 
elass and man, equaliza::o·:-. :-_=--5 ö:. 

gender, embodied in :he s:o:-· ::' .• : 
Traits are reintroduced. :00 ;.: ez: 
ent from the German ma:e-:-:.:.. -:-~~ 
manly traits to be comh;-:-.e': :-:- .--:: ~ 

The holistic leader is a c;:-:-~e:: ~--' 

former SAS top leader Ja:--. C::.::::-. 
embodied in man, maklng ::-.e 5-:-.:-.2,. 

tial ones, the womanly or.e5 se~:-y:' 

emerges in the competing :c:e~ 

embodied in man, coope,a:c ~ '.' ~::-. 

inscribed on both genders. ;:-.e :e::..:",:". 
called womanly traits, reg;::.: ':::-.: ::.s 
cient for leading entire eme::::-.s::-s : 
investigation, both models :'c: ::: :~ 

Not family and dass, b'J: ~o~s-e-': 
teen-eighties the body once ::g::..::-. ::s 
and reintroduces unequal ;:,~ec:-:-.':':= 



-.-:::=- - :·e" 

.:..:: e":.. ~ 2. \\ hole to woman in particular, 
;..-':'5 ::- e,,:,'~i opportunities qua education 
'.-~:: ;::-.~ :.'-:e chosen few by locating it in 
-::•.:;;.-; :::s :...1-lis dash, which demarcates 
:::':'::::-s:-..::-.:::.:-eers and their genders are 

.. : -2.-.. S s'.:~cess into leadership is em
~ ::- ::,: :-.::-.eceen-sixties, it is embodied 
~;:-,:::o. ::.: social has won over the heri
:c::::-::-: :s seen as a social relation, that 
::"_':::: ~e~..:~ernents, meeting woman's 
~ :: :-:: 2.::: - as a gender - to accomplish 
:o:-_~:::-:::' 2. ~areer counts itself as major 
"",e:::':::. ::--.: ::ineceen-eighties revival of 
s:-~:·:: .::' 2. :'o'jnder of small or medium 
2. '.'. : ~::-.-o;:-ecific way of gaining auton
:=-:::-, ::-.':':: I Josses sabotaging their ca

x:-,::::-c:. ::-. :e:-!HS of a patriarchal struc
~ ::'--'.: .::':e~r;g your own boss, either in 

'= ,:. :e:-::-.s 0:' social independence, of not 
'~=-.: '::. :::l;:-ioyment. 
'r-s ::'.:: ;:-..::<:s:'ed modeling image of the 
s::-~::_oI.:sses. which do not expand. 
::: :::>:·e.:::\:::. the German and the Dan· 
...:.:. S:::-.:o on wornan general directors 
;;e-s:::.~ ::,:c~ess as the equal opportuni
::.:;- ::'::-'. 2.te industry. However, while 
~.c :::2.':::o~,:;:- 0:' one-woman businesses, 
~:e::::-.O::s a:-e embodied in man. This is 
:=:5 ::---'.: :2.::gories like general manager 
0:- ::--'. :::-2.:. while it is an exc\usive cate
::: ::--.= ~:-,:,:sh material gender is used to 
e ::. :~'e:e:-,::2.tions and hierarchies within 

=-:. :: ':::;:-:1 and to legitimate polariza

0=0 :-'-.: ':ifferentiating between what is 
~ =-.-. ::·~elations in the nexus woman or 
: '.0 ~ ~e:-.der-specific, a pattern emerges 
::: =--:~ ::ie master narratives on realized 

·X:::. :2.:ents, traits are reintroduced in 

Centered societies 

order to explicitly legitimate what now is openly acknowledged, namely that 
not everybody who is highly trained also automatically has a successful top 
career. Said in other words, that despite educational training, the top leader
ship positions are always restricted to the chosen few. And the top leaders 
are reemerging, depriving the educated broad middle of managers there 
touch of top elitism. The re-entrance of an elite on the published scene is re
mitting them into masses, thus explicitiy reintroducing the modem theme of 
the outstanding few silhouetting against a bulk. The top leaders are created 
as the providers of both, their employees and society. Thus, dependency 
equals the corporate employees and managers with the masses, transforrning 
them from employed leaders into dependants not taking social risks. Patriar
chy, then, is not about male power over women; before the New Women's 
Movement turned patriarchy into an inherent male characteristic, certain hi
erarchy structures in feudal societies and in enterprises and a certain authori
tarian leadership style were discussed under this name. It too has its female 
counterpart, when for example the styles of woman entrepreneurs mediated 
as being authoritarian are discussed as "matriarchal" or motherly leadership 
of childlike co-workers. 

In Denmark, the fiction of the enlightening truth is that of a successful 
collective equalization. A variety of degrees are embodied in gender, thus 
clearly held apart, legitimated"and frozen. While the unsuccessful equaliza
tion of those of differently merited origins first was a theme embodied in 
dass and man, equalization tums successful when narrated as the therne of 
gender, ernbodied in the story of woman top leader in the nineteen-eighties. 
Traits are reintroduced, too and legitimate the top leader, yet in a way differ
ent from the German material. They emerge in the shape of womanly and 
manly traits to be combined in the collective category of the holistic leader. 
The holistic leader is a concept made famous in a Danish context by the 
former SAS top leader Jan Carlzon in 1985. However, the holistic leader is 
embodied in man, making the so-called rnanly traits the primary and essen
tial ones, the womanly ones secondary and supplemental. This pattern also 
emerges in the competing top leader, modeled by the general manager and 
embodied in man, cooperating with a team of directors. Team-members are 
inscribed on both genders. The team tasks embodied in woman match the so
called womanly traits, regarded as useful, but neither necessary nor suffi
cient for leading entire enterprises. In 1989, at the end of the period of my 
investigation, both models for top leadership were still competing. 

Not farnily and dass, but massed and sexed mediations offer in the nine
teen-eighties the body once again as natural origin of unequal opportunities 
and reintroduces unequal preconditions for career and success. While the 
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"will to accomplish" was the mantra guaranteeing every body's success from 
the nineteen-sixties, by the nineteen-eighties unchangeable limits re
appeared in the guise of not trainable traits to individual subject's success 
when trying to climb the corporate ladders, despite the access-giving posses
sion of educational training. Silenced ambivalences were thus given a natural 
explanation. The reintroducing ofthe modem body by talent turns the highly 
educated, even if a minority in numbers, into a mass. This not only displaees 
education as means of soeial equality. It also has the effeet of a pre-soeial 
barrier to social measurements, however, preferably told as woman. This is 
quite apparent in the emerging theme of family business leadership as eman
eipation of women from eeonomy and patriarehal dependeneies in the nine
teen-eighties is constitutive for both, the notion of the successful emancipa
tion from dass differences through equal access to society's elites qua 
education, and the notion of the natural individual limitations for the access 
to those elites despite edueation. My readings not only suggest that despite 
all promises it is not educational training, whieh ever decided on the profes
sional successes of a life time. Rather, educational training appears to be a 
mere addition, a supplement, but not a necessity. In this regard, a cultural 
eomparative history of leadership debates is a study of how this faet was 
given quite opposite meanings for almost two decades. 

5 Comparative Remarks 

Engendering as a cultural policy did not oceur on the same scale in the Dan
ish and in the German debates. Apart for the reasons already mentioned one 
reason for that certainly is that the categories of equality charaeterizing the 
Danish mediations of leadership neatly fit the absence of expounding in 
depth the problems of elites in Danish societies, whether of economical or of 
intellectual elites. 13 

However, when interpreting these facts, three important observations 
have to be taken into account. First, the legitimacy of leadership, access to 
and the composition of the leader community, as weil as the interweaving of 
politics and private industry is as compared to the German material neither 
in quality nor in quantity an important subject for published discussion in the 
Denmark of the nineteen-sixties at all. Quite the contrary, merited top lead
ers in the Danish material all have merit in some type of public, sometimes 
political office. That there is only one woman in a leader position visible in 
Denmark in the nineteen-sixties, has to be seen in relation to this - business 

13	 I found similar patterns in the mediation of intellectual or economical elites in Den
mark bctween 1970-1990. 
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leaders in general do not appear on the published scene. This also explains 
that Dagmar Andreasen and her factory only got published attention at the 
time where she had became a member of the Danish Parliament and thus a 
figure of published attention. This comparison on the nominal and thematic 
phenomenology of gender also indicates that gendered interpretations do ap
pear due to certain contexts; they are neither at play constantly, nor are they 
central to the mediation of alt subjects of business leadership. The more ex
tensive material on women and leadership in Germany has several causes. 
One of them is most certainly the constitutional guarantee of the equality of 
women and men, the other the Association of Women Entrepreneurs, 
founded in 1954, which launched public and published attention towards 
women in leadership positions. Third, while the legitimacy of leadership in 
general and of business owner leadership in particular is a subject of major 
discussion in Germany already in the nineteen-sixties, this is not the case in 
Denmark at all. Neither is the struCture of and the access to the leadership 
group a subject in Denmark in the nineteen-sixties; there is but one single 
piece of text discussing the composition of Danish business and industrial 
elites. In other words, while these themes are widely discussed and exten
sively engendered in the German material right from the beginning of the 
period of my investigation, they are hardly discussed and hardly engendered 
in the Danish material befare the late nineteen-seventies and early nineteen
eighties. In Denmark, gender emerges comparatively late on the published 
scene, since there has not been the need to create the enlightening fiction of a 
new society and therefore not the same need for symbolic boundaries. 

Mediated leadership is part of a discursive formation designating the 
modem. The discourse of the modem subject, this ambivalent and ambigu
ous 'discourse of the modem human being', that is "the image of an individ
ual who creates hier/im self'[my translation], is inscribed on man and cre
ates among others the 'independent new man' ofthe German sources. 14 This 
discourse competes against other understandings of humans and creates the 
published worlds with language. Gender is one nexus, pointing to the co
existence of symbolic demarcations of places in society, and a deterrninistic 
body. Leader is another nexus, as the coexistence of concepts ofheredity and 
inheritance do show. In other wards, the modem subject is in this context 
told as both, the fiction of the respective top leader, and the fiction of man. 
In this, apre-modem way of designating orders of precedence is at play. It is 
the coexistence or combination with the modem 'two-sex model' of different 

14	 The quote is from Magnus Berg "Ikke uden min datter". Analyse af populrer
orientalisme i vestlige medier, in: Kvinder, Kon & Forskning, vol. 9, no. 3 (2000), p. 
12. 
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natural bodies and sexes that leader is embodied in man and the hegemonie 
tales on business leadership are told as those of men. At various social occa
sions, these embodiments may be, if I here follow Judith Butler, 'inscribed 
on the surface of bodies', societies or organizations. But they are read as 
male being and in effect legitimating choices and orders. However, my read
ings suggest that this double feature or coexistence of modem and pre
modem understandings is neither specific nor limited to the double under
standing of sex and gender; it also is to be found in other categories like for 
instance descent or social class, leader or manager. 15 In this, those categories 
serve as signifiers ofthe modem subject. 

The self-made-career, on the other hand, either in terms of the employed 
leader employing democratic and co-working leadership styles, or in terms 
of the self-employed founder of a successfully expanding enterprise, is the 
image of the modem subject not hold back by, to follow Berg, either "tradi
tions, God, dass background", authoritarian bosses or other circumstances 
subjecting the individual despite its own will. 16 Gender is one means to split 
off aspects of society not recognizable in a respective context. And gender, 
as is 'the (born or talented) leader', is a way of re-introducing non-social 
limitations, the body. As Lyotard has pointed out, modernity and its values 
never really came true. The fiction of those modem societies investigated in 
this chapter centers round the space created by the conflicting modem and 
pre-modern elements, linked by nexuses like gender or the augmented con
cept ofleader. 

As sodal structures and the systems of modem organizations indicate, 
published discourses and publidy available discourses might differ in de
gree, but not in kind. l7 The open acknowledgement ofbias in contemporary 
post war societies, here the Northern European Denmark and the Western 
European Germany, and their organizations, was no longer opportune. The 
dash of discourses in the 1980s once again added gender to the surface of 
organizational careers. As double metaphor, gender legitimately links both, 

15 I quote Magnus Berg, "Ikke uden min datter" (note 12), p. 13.
 
16 Gareth Morgan makes a strong case for the idea that organization always has been
 

elass -based. Morgan suggests that the first types of formal organizations arose in 
hierarchiea1 societies. Both formed "an intermediate elass of people between the rul
ing elass and the peasants or slaves invo1ved in the actual production of goods. We 
find the same system reproduced in modem organization in terms of the distinctions 
between owners, managers, and workers." Gareth Morgan, Images of Organization, 
Thousand Oaks, Calif. 1997, pp. 308-309. 

17 Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex. Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud, eum
bridge, Mass. J990; Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason. 'Male' and 'Female' in 
Western Philosophy, London 1984. 
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Johanna Kantola 

Gender and the Discursive Construction of the State: 
Comparisons on Finland and Britain, 1960s to 1990s 

Introduction 

There is a considerable amount of feminist theorising on state and gender to 
date. Traditional categorisations of the feminist understandings of the state 
tend to reduce feminist strategies in dealing with the state into two: either 
integration (inside the state) or autonomy (outside the state). In particular, 
feminist academics have focused on the impact that states have on women, 
gender and gender relations. l There is less theorising, however, on the ques
tion of how feminist understandings of the state shape feminist engagements 
with the state, which in turn impact on the state and shape gender relations. 
The aim of this article is to analyse how dominant feminist discourses about 
the state shape women's engagements with it. In particular, the goal is to 
challenge the dichotomy between the strategies of working within or outside 
ofthe state. 

The article is a comparative study of Finland and Britain? Finland repre
sents the Nordic tradition of a woman-friendly welfare state, while Britain is 
a more liberal, top-down democracy. Nordic feminist understandings of the 
state have been dominant in Finland and the state is viewed in positive terms 
as a woman-friendly welfare state. In Britain, in contrast, radical and Marxist 
feminist ideas have been more influential and the impact of the state has 
been understood as negative. There is a tendency in the comparative feminist 
literature to represent these two cases stereotypically. At the same time as 
this article challenges the dichotomy between in and out of the state, it also 
questions the stereotypical portrayals ofFinland and Britain. 

In order to show dominant discourses at work, the article analyses one 
important feminist debate in each country. The two debates stern from the 
two different contexts. Whilst childcare was a key concern for Finnish femi
nists in the 1970s, violence against women was an important issue for femi· 
nists in Britain. The choice of the debates shows how both feminist dis-

Nira Yuval-Davis/Floya Anthias (eds.), Woman - Nation- State, London 1989; 
Diane Sainsbury, Gender, Equality and the Welfare State, Cambridge 1996. 

2 The foeus will be on England and the polkies of Westminster. It is notable that the 
politieal traditions of Seotland, as weil as the history of the feminist movement in 
Seotland, are different from England. 
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courses and feminist issues are context specific. Conversely, until the 1990s, 
domestic violence was a hidden problem among feminists in Finland, and 
childcare was not regarded as a feminist concern in Britain. Examining the 
debates conversely, domestic violence in Finland and childcare in Britain, is 
an important and interesting project, but beyond the scope of this article.J 

Despite this, the broader theoretical aim in this article is to avoid the con
struction of a binary between the two cOW1tries and instead to emphasise di
versity within them. A close examination shows that there were feminist dis
courses on both topics in both countries. At present feminist discourses on 
violence against women in Finland and on childcare in Britain are proliferat
ing, which indicates the importance of temporal comparisons. Feminist dis
courses appear at different times in different contexts and are influenced by 
past discourses in complex ways. 

I Theoretical and Methodological Underpinnings 

Theoretically, the article draws upon poststructural feminist insights. Meth
odologically, it conducts discourse analysis and uses some of the insights of 
the comparative method. Both methods are useful in avoiding some of the 
pitfalls of traditional feminist perspectives on the state. The feminist ap
proaches to the state are frequently characterised by a dichotomy between 
integration (inside the state) and autonomy (outside the state). The categori
sations are archetypes and theoretical simplifications that aim to capture the 
essence of the feminist state theory. In the typology, radical and Marxist 
feminist accounts represent a fosition where the state is theorised as essen
tially patriarchal or capitalist. Consequently, the concept of the state is re· 
jected as an agent for progressive social transformation. Liberal and Scandi
navian feminists represent the opposite strategy, where the state is 
recognised as a means to achieve equality. Liberal feminists argue for state 
legislation against sex discrimination as a way forward. Scandinavian femi
nism, in turn, is grounded in a historical and cultural experience of a 
'woman-friendly society'.5 

3 See, howevcr, Johanna Kantola, Doing Ferninist Diseourse Analysis: Domestie Vio
lenee in the Women-Friendly Welfare State of Finland, in: European Politieal Sei
enec, vol. 4 (2004), no. 3, pp. 85·96. 

4 Catherine Maekinnon, Towards a Ferninist Theory of the State, London 1989; Mary 
MeIntosh, Mary, The State and the Oppression of Wornen, in: Annette 
Kuhn/AnnMarieWolpe (eds.), Ferninisrn and Materialisrn: Wornen and Modes of 
Produetion, London 1978, pp. 254-289. 

5 Helga Maria Hemes, Welfare State and Woman Power, Oslo 1987. 
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Marxist and radical feminist on the one hand, and liberal and Scandina
vian approach~s ~n. the oth~r, have become increasingly untenable. They 
have resulted In ngld essentials (of the categories of women, men and the 
state) and dichotomies which have unnecessarily reduced the options avail
able for feminists in engaging with the state. Poststructural feminism aims at 
a more sophisticated analysis ofthe state. It is not the state that is too homo
geneous b~t the feminist analyses ofthe state. The poststructural approaches 
h~ve co~tnbuted greatly to feminist debates on the state by highlighting the 
dlfferentIated nature of the state and by questioning the unity of state re
sponse. 6 The analyses allow the complex, multidimensional and differenti
ated re.lations between the state and gender to be taken into account. They 
reco.~lse that the state can be a positive as weil as a negative resource for 
f~mlnlsts and challenge the meaningfulness ofthe 'in' and 'out' ofthe state 
dlchotomy that emerged from previous feminist work on the state. 

Whilst emphasising the gendered nature of concepts such as the welfare 
stat.e ~r citizenship, poststructural feminists also take into account national 
variatIOns. Helpfully, the approaches tum away from the theorisation of rela
tions betwee~ gender and the state in general terms, and focus, instead, on 
th~ c?nstructlOn of gender within specific state discourses and practices? 
'Y1thm a ~~mework of diverse discourses and power relations, gender diver
slty and dIfferences in women's experiences come to the fore. Poststructural 
feminist theorising has made it imperative for anY analysis to draw attention 
to the gendered diversity and multiple identities of women and men. As 
such, poststructural feminist theory provides a star1ing point for this article. 

Methodologically, the article employs discourse analysis to deconstruct 
fe:ninist understanding of the state and its impact on feminist engagements 
wlth the state. Discourses are historically variable ways of specif)ring knowl
edge and truth. They are structured ways of knowing which are both pro
duced by, and at the same time shapers of, culture.8 It follows that discourses 
constitute w~at they claim to have discovered. Therefore, feminist theorising 
on the state IS not merely describing the object of study but is also constitu
tive ofit. For example, feminists who argue that the state is essentially patri
archal add to its patriarchal powers by refusing to engage with it. Alterna
tively, arguments about the women-friendliness of states can blind feminist 

6	 Rosemary Pringle/Sophie Watson, Women's Interests and the Post·Structuralist 
State, in: MicheIe Barrett/Anne Phillips (eds.), Destabilizing Theory, Cambridge 
1992, pp. 53-73. 

7 Veronique Monier, Feminist Political Theory, in: European Political Science, val. 4 
(2004), no. 3. pp. 79-84. 

8 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972
1977 by Michel Foucault, London 1980. 
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analysis to key problems associated with tuming to the state. Discourses are 
constituted by power and institutiona!ised as practices. Power is relational, 
dispersed and everywhere: there is no one central source of power and there 
is no outside of power relations. A problematic attempt to remain outside 
power relations has characterised some feminist engagements with the state, 
which has diverted attention away from actually engaging with the state. 

Discourse analysis problematises women as subjects. The juridical forma
tion of language and politics that represents women as 'the subject' of femi
nism is itself a discursive formation and an effect of a given version of repre
sentational politics. Thus, it is not enough to inquire into how women might 
become more fully represented in language and politics. Feminist critique 
ought also to understand how the category of 'women' is produced and re
strained by the very structures of power through which emancipation is 
sought.9 'Real' women are as much an effect of women's discourses as 
men's. The dividing !ine between feminist discourses and patriarchal ones 
cannot be drawn with any apriori certainty.IO 

The article also employs the comparative method, which places abstract 
feminist theories ofthe state in specific contexts. While mainstream political 
science worries about 'concept stretching', 11 the fact that apparently similar 
concepts, such as feminism and state, have different meanings in different 
contexts serves as an interesting starting point for this study. Comparisons 
give rise to new, perhaps surprising, questions that would not be asked oth
erwise. On the institutional level, comparisons allow the mechanisms at 
work in each society to emerge more clearly, challenging what is often taken 
for granted. On the discursive level, comparisons reveal silences. They force 
the researcher to consider discourses that are dominant in one context but 
perhaps cannot be articulated in another. This, in turn, has the potential to 
expose the limits ofthe discursive. At best comparative research is a process, 
a dialogue, where new questions are posed throughout the research. t2 

The concept of mapping applied in this analysis exposes the differences 
bctween more traditional comparisons and those inspired more by discourse 
analysis. The purpose of mapping is not to provide a complete 01' coherent 
picture of each society, represent a found world, 01' produce a map in the tra

9 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, London 
1990. 

10 Elizabeth Grosz, Space, Time and Perversion, London 1995. 
11 T. Mackie/David Marsh, The Comparative Method, in: David Marsh and Gerry 

Stoker (eds.), Theory and Methods in Political Science, London 1995, pp. 173-188. 
12 Linda Briskin/Mona Eliasson, Preface: Collaboration and Comparison, in: Linda 

BriskinIMona Eliasson (eds.), Women's Organizing and Public Policy in Canada 
and Sweden, Montreal, Kingston 1999, pp. vii-xiv. 

93 



94 Johanna Kantola 

ditional sense. Rather it resists the somewhat inevitable tendency, especiaUy 
in a comparative text, to produce 'ideal types' in order to contrast, far exam
pie Finland and Britain, and to set up a binary opposition between the two. 
Instead of a seamless picture of each country, what emerges from discourse 
analysis inspired comparisons is a 'map' of contradictions, tensions and in
terrelationships.13 

2 Finland 

The case studies focus on Finnish childcare policy and on British domestic 
violence policy. The two case studies have been selected because they have 
been the most dominant concerns of the women's movements in the two 
countries. Finnish feminists and the women's movement have emphasised 
childcare issues and ignored domestic violence, while the British feminists 
and women's movement have concentrated on domestic violence and seen 
childcare as a less pertinent concern for women. In the case studies, the fo
cus will be first on feminist activist discourses and then on the state level 
discourses to see the ways in which feminist discourses have filtered through 
to the state level. 

Four discourses have informed Finnish feminist engagements with the 
state on the issue of childcare: (i) working mother discourse, (ii) benign state 
discourse, (iii) state responsibility discourse, and (iv) choice discourse. In 
what follows, these will be explored among the feminists in the women's 
movement and in the parliament. 

Association 9, formed between 1965 and 1966, was the first feminist 
movement in Finland to stress that childcare plays a central role in achieving 
gender equality. It promoted a new emancipatory concept of a woman based 
on the demand to combine family and work, and accepted only one model: 
the working mother. Association 9 actively formulated a working mother 
discourse which it promoted by appealing to gender equality: "Women's 
participation in the labour market furthers gender equality and therefore, it 
also furthers mutual respect between the spouses and other family mem
bers.,,14 For Association 9, the place ofthe woman was in the labour market 
and labour market participation was fundamental for gender equality. Equal
ity in the other spheres, such as politics, would follow equal participation in 

13	 Linda Briskin, Mapping Women' s Organizing in Sweden and Canada: Some The
matie Considerations, in: Linda BriskinJMona Eliasson (eds.), Women's Organizing 
and Publie Poliey in Canada and Sweden, Montreal, Kingston 1999, pp. 3-47. 

14 Association 9, Alustus keskusteluun ns. "äidinpalkkiosta" t. "äidinpalkasta". Yh
distys 9:n syyskokoukseen 3.12.1967. Ritva Majuri. (A paper prepared for a diseus· 
sion on mother's wage for the Association 9 autumn meeting). 

Gender anc ~-.e : ;:_ " 

the labour market. Weil O~~::.O:-~ : 

make women's labour ma~~::: :::-"": ; : 
Accarding to Associ2.::c:-. ;. :'-.: 

childcare. The movemer.: ;:-::::.0':-: : 
and co-ordination on the :ö,_= .:- :..-: 
lies was to be subjected to öl':':: ~=~

outside the regulation of sc;:.:.. 0:::-"': 

cially when we know the ;:~::: .:~..s :..' 
[... ] Organised famil;: c:::. :::: :-.:...0 : 

The goal should be that 2.:. ;:-... ::':-~:-. ~ 

place."15 
Association 9 artic'Jl:::::': .:. :-:::-_~ 

vehicle far achieving e.::(;2..:~:· ::"-.: .. 
demands. Here Associa::c:-. ;.' 0 ;:~_ 

ments abaut the state. ar.':. ::-.::-:-':" :.
ings ofBetty Friedan. a :e.:..:':-~. ::.;::
be in the wrong hands. b''':: ::-. ~-.e :--' 
active defender of equa: :-:;'-.:0 ?.:.= 
rather than with the state. T::e ,....:..::: ::' 
ing against patriarch;:. bo::-. ;::-., .:.::: :: 
archy in society.16 

According to Associa:;o:-. ;.. :'-.:: :-: 
with the state, a discourse "':-_::-..0 . 

course: "The starting po:r:: :'2~ :'-.e :-:: 
dustrialised society it is :-,0: :': ~ ._- e : 
responsible for the educ2.I:o:-. ::"-.: _ 
the society has taken the ~eö:x-..s ::. 
elderly and siek people. i: C-;..s ~: ;:.:.:.: 

which is growing up.": - 1t ':'.:...0 :-.:': : 

alone, who were respor:sit-:e ::~ ::-.. 
participatc in the pro\'isio:: c:' :.-_ .:. 
between the concepts 'sE:e' :--.': S 

which is typical for the "\"o~.::: ::':.::. 

15 Association 9, Lasten päl \ :0.:-. ~ .:: - :-"-"=, 
16	 Anne Maria Holli. Wh; :>~:.:' .. 

Association 9, in: Mar.ia !\.e:.=..-.::.. :;.: 
69-88. 

17 Association 9, Yhdistys c; .'::_'..=..-~.= 

Juho Partaselle. 9.11.1969 :':Z:-... -'--'c 

18 Pauli Kettunen, Milä yh:e: -~_-:..; :=-.t.. 

(2001), pp. 257-269. (Wh2~ ::~::, '.':: ;. 



--: ',a-:: a 

;.: ::".='.;. ::l: inevitable tendency, especially 
:::.:.. ::.-::es· in order to contrast, for exam
-; " :-:"'"1a:-: opposition between the two. 
::' :-::':.::-;'. what emerges from discourse 
'::"..2:-' :::' ::ontradictions, tensions and in

::-_.'=;2:= ;:,o:icy and on British domestic 
~ .-~'. e :-~n selected because they have 
:::' ::. e '.' ;:-:nen' s movements in the two 
e .,: ::".e:,.· s movement have emphasised 
,_: '.. : .e~cc. while the British feminists 
:;;:-:-.:.~:-e-': 0:: domestic violence and seen 
'. :':: '.' :::-::e::. In the case studies, the fo
c: .::.Ö: :'.:'5e5 and then on the state level 
:';:::".. :'.5: ':is;::ourses have filtered through 

:: .:'..--.;;:.. :e::1inist engagements with the 
::-,:....-.~ ::".o:::e: discourse, (ii) benign state 
.::.~( .:-se. 2.r.d (iv) choice discourse. In 
:-': "---:-.::'.~ :r.c feminists in the women's 

: =--::: :..-..: :966, was the first feminist 
~_:'::::"-c ;:2:-S a central role in achieving 
==-'-:'·.:.:2::-:; concept ofa woman based 
:.=- '." ::'~:. lnc accepted only one model: 

~-::.-. c.:. :';:-:-mulated a warking mother 
::";-':'.::'.~ :0 gender equality: "Women's 
:_-~5 ~e~der equality and therefore, it 
:-:-. ::.e 5;'0:.:ses and other family mem
::' ::.= '.' Oi.1an was in the labour market 

:".:-.:"----:-:e:'.:al for gender equality. Equal
=.:5.·":: ..::.: follow equal participation in 

';-'-'_':':'.; .:'. Sweden and Canada: Some The
:. '.': :.; ::>2.550n (eds.), Women's Organizing 
=-=- '-~::::e;1. Kingston 1999, pp. 3·47. 
::.; --i.:::.;-",l;;Kiosta" t. "äidinpalkasta". Yh
~_:-.; '.~;.'~~ (A paper prepared for a discus
. :' : ; _: ~:::E meeting). 

Gender and the Discursive Construction of lhe Stale 

the labour market. Weil organised childcare, in turn, was the only way to 
make women's labour market participation possible. 

According to Association 9, the state was responsible for organising 
childcare. The movement criticised the state for its lack of a coherent policy 
and co-ordination on the issue in the 1960s. Also childcare in private fami
lies was to be subjected to state regulation: "Family day care has so far been 
outside the regulation of social services. This is extremely unfortunate, espe
cially when we know the problems that are associated with private childcare. 
[... ] Organised family day care has to be the responsibility ofmunicipalities. 
The goal should be that all children are given a safe and monitored childcare 
place."15 

Association 9 articulated a benign state discourse, where the state was a 
vehic1e far achieving equality and women could turn to the state with their 
demands. Here Association 9's arguments resembled liberal feminist argu
ments about the state, and, indeed, the activists were influenced by the writ
ings ofBetty Friedan, a leading liberal feminist. They considered the state to 
be in the wrong hands, but in the hands of the radicals it would become an 
active defender of equal rights. Patriarchy was associated with the society 
rather than with the state. The state became a benevolent instrument for turn
ing against patriarchy, both private patriarchy in the family and public patri
archy in society.16 

According to Association 9, the responsibility for organising childcare lay 
with the state, a discourse which is labelIed here the state responsibility dis
course: "The starting point for the new family policy is that in a modem in
dustrialised society it is not for the benefit of the nation if parents alone are 
responsible far the education and upbringing of the children. Similarly, as 
the society has taken the responsibility for securing income and living for 
elderly and sick people, it has to participate in taking care of the generation 
which is growing Up.,,17 It was not families alone, and certainly not women 
alone, who were responsible for childcare, but also the state had to actively 
participate in the provision of childcare. Association 9 made no distinction 
between the concepts 'state' and 'society' but used them interchangeably, 
which is typical for the Nordic political discourses in general. 18 

15 Association 9, Lasten päivähoidon raportti, 21.2.1967. (A Report on child day care). 
16 Anne Maria Holli, Why Politics: Reflections on the Finnish Equality Movement 

Association 9. in: Marja Keränen, (ed.), Finnish Undemocracy, Helsinki 1990, pp. 
69-88. 

17 Association 9, Yhdistys 9: kannanotto lapsenhoitolisän puolesta. Sosiaaliministeri 
Juho Partaselle. 9.11.1969/LR/hk. (Association 9's statement on childcare benefits). 

18 Pauli Kettunen, Mitä yhteiskunta tekee Pohjoismaisa? In: Tiede & Edistys vol. 4 
(2001), pp. 257-269. (What does the society do in the Nordic countries?) 

95 



.

Johanna Kantola 96 

The previous quote also illustrates that Association 9 had more confi
dence in the public sector in providing childcare than in the private sector. 
Privately organised childcare was considered dubious and had to be c10sely 
monitored by the state. The impartial and 'good' state set the standards, the 
rules and the regulations for all childcare arrangements. Despite recognising 
the need and the usefulness of the family day care, the movement stressed 
that 'organised family day care must not thwart the establishment of new 
municipal kindergartens'. The status ofthe persons employed in family day 
care, mostly women, was to be made 'as professional as possible, for exam
pie, they could be employed by the municipality,.19 ... 

Nevertheless, the views on childcare were deeply polarlsed m Fmland. 
The debates were also shaped by a competing discourse, the choice dis
course. For the women's sections ofthe parties on the right, Centre Party and 
National Coalition Party, women were primarily mothers, not workers. For 
these women, the family not the state was responsible for care.2U The choice 
discourse was most evident in the support of the right-wing party's female 
members for the mother's wage. They argued that it would protect the emo
tional bond between the mother and the child and that child welfare was best 
realised at horne. Mother's wage would also be a signal ofthe way the soci
ety appreciated the work done by mothers. And finally, practically, it would 
be cheaper to support childcare at horne than in municipal kindergartens?l 

In conclusion to the section on early feminist discourses, there was an 
emerging consensus among some women about childcare and the state i~ 

Finland. Association 9, the Committee on the Status ofWomen, the Council 
for Equality, and the women's sections ofthe left-wing parties all promoted 
the working mother and state responsibility discourses. They also argued that 
municipal childcare was ofgood quality and good for the children. H.o~ever, 

the positions on childcare were still polarised between the female actlvlsts on 
both sides of the political spectrum. Mother's wage in particular was being 
debated heatedly and the women in the right-wing parties supported it 
strongly. For them, childcare was still the responsibility ofthe family and the 
primary place for mothers was at horne. 

In the 1980s, the two approaches were institutionalised in two childcare 
systems supported by the state: the municipal day care system and the Horne 

19 Association 9, Lasten päivähoidon raportti (note 15), p. 9.
 
20 Riitta Alanen, Päivähoidon yhteyksistä naisen asemaan ja perheeseen 


Päivähoitokeskustelun piirteitä 1970-1uvun Suomessa. Sosiaalipolitiikan pro gradu
tutkielma, Helsingin yliopisto, University of Helsinki 1981. (The implications of 
childcare arrangements to women's position and family - Characteristics of the 
childcare debates in 1970s Finland). 

21 Alanen, Päivähoidon (note 20), p. 28. 
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Care Allowance, which offered parents the choice for either being paid to 
take care of the child at horne, to pay someone else to come and take care of 
the child, or to use the municipal childcare. In 1991, it became the duty of 
municipalities to ensure that all children under the age of seven were guaran
teed a place in a kindergarten. The law was to come into being in August 
1995. In addition, the Horne Care Allowance was extended from all parents 
of children under three to include parents of children under the age of four. 
This was scheduled to become law at the beginning of 1993 but was later 
delayed until 1995. 

In 1994, a heated debate took place in the parliament under the right wing 
govemment. The govemment proposal aimed to delay both the law on mu
nicipal childcare and the Horne Care Allowance. The argument for the delay 
was financial: it would save money for the state and the municipalities. Un
employment had reached a 20 percent peak and there were cuts in all sectors 
of the welfare state. The panic surrounding the increasing national debt cre
ated a consensus that it was legitimate and necessary to cut down welfare 
spending in all sectors. Also, the govemment argued that as a result of the 
dramatic increase in unemployment the need for childcare places had de
clined and the municipalities were able to deal with the demand without a 
change in the legislation. 

The working mother discourse, which had not been emerging until the 
beginning of 1970s, was by 1994 the dominant discourse in Finland. Child
care was generally accepted as pivotal in enabling women's labour market 
participation. This is seen for example in the Social Affairs and Health 
Comrnittee's report which criticised the govemment proposal to delay the 
childcare act. 22 The repOlt argued that childcare had a great meaning, first, 
for the social skills ofthe child and, second, for the parents' ability to work: 
"Childcare, in addition to free meals at school, is perhaps the most important 
factor in influencing equality in the labour market because the responsibility 
for care still lies with the mother. Childcare gives both parents the chance to 
work. Municipal childcare is also a safe care method. The work is done by 
qualified personnel and care is guided and balanced."23 

22 Report number 47, STVHE211.M94. Cornrnittee's chainnan was Jouko Skinnari 
(SDP). vice chairman Anneli Taina (National Coalilion Party). 14 out of 17 memo 
bers of the Commiltee were wornen. The Social Affairs and Health Committee is re
sponsible for handling matters related to social services and healthcare, social insur
ance, pension legislation, alcohoJ and ternperance work, occupational and 
environmentaJ healthcare. The cornmittee also reviews the annual report on sub
stance abuse and the annual report of the Cornrnissioners of the Social Insurance in· 
stitution. 

23 STVHE211.M94. 
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The parliamentary cross party Women's Network, in particular, drew on 
the working mothers discourse and was very active in the debate,z4 The net
work, which had members from all political parties, both left and right, was 
able to agree on the importance ofthe issue and to formulate a common po
sition on it. The Women's Network wrote an open letter to the parliament on 
15 December 1994, which was read out aloud in the parliamentary session 
by Outi Ojala (Left-Wing Alliance). The Women's Network was ready to 
accept a delay in the extension ofthe Horne Care Allowance as long as there 
were no delays to the extension ofthe statutory right for municipal childcare 
for a] I children under the age of seven. 

The MPs from both left and right appealed to the working mother dis
course in the parliamentary debate. The recession had increased women's 
unemployment but it had not challenged the norm of the working mother. 
Therefore, many MPs who supported the extension of childcare rights to all 
children under the age of seven based their arguments on the fact that proper 
childcare would decrease women's unemployment: "In research done in 
1991, 69 per cent of under seven year old children's mothers were working 
and 55 percent of under three year old children's parents. Parents', speciti
cally women's, participation in the labour market would be higher, if child
care arrangements were better." (Sinikka Hurskainen, Social Democratic 
Party, 17 December 1994) Maija Perho-Santala from the National Coalition 
Party argued similarly: "In my opinion, it is important to enact the law. Then 
the municipalities are not indirectly given the right to bring down the exist
ing service structures. What has already been constructed in the municipali
ties has to be maintained for many reasons, not least, because childcare ser
vices are the most central prerequisite for the equality of working women." 
(Maija Perho-Santala, National Coalition Party, 4 October 1994) Again, as 
was evident already in the Association 9 statements, women's labour force 
participation is c10sely linked to gender equality in other spheres of life. 

24	 The Women's Network of the Finnish parliament was founded in 1991 when the 
biggest amount of female MPs ever, 77 all together, (38.5 percent - also a world re
cord at the time) were elected to the parliament, 14 more than in the previous elec
tions. The aim of the network is to influencc legislation, lt acts across party lines and 
has no official tasks. 11 is an informal and voluntary discussion forum and all its de
cisions are based on consensus, The core of the network consists of MPs from both 
government and opposition parties, One of the achievements of the network has 
been to reduce the late night parliamentary sessions. Also, Leena Harkimo (National 
Coalition Party), the current chairperson, argues that one of the most significant 
achievements of the network was exactly this debate on childcare: managing to 
bring forward the enforcement of the childcare act (Helsingin Sanornat 10 October 
2001), 
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Gender and the Discursive Construclion of the State 

The state responsibility discourse was weil established by 1994 and all 
MPs shared the view that the state carried a big part of the responsibility for 
childcare. In this state responsibility discourse, the state, not the family, was 
responsible for care arrangements. Furthennore, it was the state's responsi
bility to realise the equal opportunities for care for all children (see below for 
a discussion on regional inequalities). For example, Eva Biaudet from the 
Swedish People's PartlS argued: "In my opinion, if children's equality is 
not realised, the responsibility lies with the state. The state enacts laws, so 
that we can protect the realisation of equality. If the municipalities would 
realise fully their responsibility, we would not, of course, have this problem. 
But currently children are in an unequal position depending on where they 
live." (17 December 1994) Therefore, in the Finnish parliament, the state 
and state led childcare were regarded to have positive and necessary func
tions in realising the equality between children from different regions. 

Whilst in 1973 some sections of the society were still suspicious about 
the quality of the municipal childcare, in 1994, public childcare was univer
sally seen as good quality childcare: "In a Swedish research, which is the 
most extensive research done in this fie1d, and which researched children 
from birth until the age of sixteen, the conc1usion was that the children, who 
had been in municipal childcare, were the best ones at school, particularly so 
that those, who had gone to the kindergarten under the age of one, did espe
cially weIl. The worst perfonnance at school was by those who had been at 
horne all the time before going to school." (Tuulikki Hämäläinen, SDP, 20 
December 1994) This view was shared in stronger and weaker versions 
across the political spectrum. 

The earlier benign state discourse had been consolidated as a women
friendly welfare state discourse, which was widely shared in Finland.26 

Childeare, in turn, was eonsidered to be the key to the Nordic women 

25 The Swedish People's Party is the Finnish Swedish people's party in Finland. 
Finland has a 5 percent Swedish speaking minority and the support for the party has 
traditionally been around 5 pereent. It has been an important coalition govemment 
partner in post-war Finland. For example, Eva Biaudet was appointed Social Affairs 
and Health minister in 1999. 

26 For feminist analyses, see for example, Liisa Rantalaiho, Sukupuolisopimus ja 
Suomen mal1i, in: Anneli Anttonen el. al. (eds.), Naisten hyvinvointivaltio, Tampere 
1994, pp. 9·30. (Gender contract and the Finnish model, in: Women's welfare state); 
Raija JulkunenILiisa Rantalaiho (eds.), Hyvinvointivaltion sukupuolijärjestelmä, 
Department of Soda! Policy, University of Jyväskylä, working papers number 
56/1989. (The gender system ofthe welfare state); Raija Julkunen, Suomalainen su
kupuolimalli - 1960-luku kääntecnä (The Finnish gender contract - 1960s as a turn· 
ing point), in: Anneli Anttonen et. al. (eds.), Naisten hyvinvointivaltio, Tampere 
1994, pp. 179·202. 
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friendly social democracy. For example, Erkki Tuomioja (SDP) argued: "In 
the Social Democratic Parliamentary Group, we have all, regardless of our 
gender, held to the point that the childcare act and the services that it re
quires are the basic service of any welfare society, and we cannot question 
this even at the times of difficult economic decisions and cuts in the public 
expenditure." (17 December 1994) 

Finland was about to join the European Union when the debate took 
place, which was reflected in the arguments. The MPs understood childcare 
issues as fundamental to the Finnish identity as a woman friendly welfare 
state: "To a great extent now, when after a few weeks we become members 
of the European Union, the question is about equality, the question is about 
our basic pillars: childcare, free school meals, workplace meals, issues, that 
we are proudly taking with the other Nordic countries to the EU, and even 
before we become members, we'd be slowing do'M1 and destroying these." 
(Virpa Puisto, SDP, 17 December 1994) According to this discourse, women 
had a vital interest in the childcare system and childcare was seen as an issue 
which uni ted all women. This was also seen in the co-operation and consen
sus that enabled the cross party Women's Network to function and to make a 
shared decision about a policy recommendation on childcare. 

In the 1973 parliamentary debate, the feminist discourses on working 
mothers and state responsibility for childcare were opposed by more conser
vative views on mothers' place at horne and families' responsibility for 
childcare. In 1994, no one suggested that the mothers' place would be at 
horne or that the family alone shou1d take care of the children. Instead, the 
govemment appealed to an economic reality to counter the demands for 
childcare. For example, Martti Tiuri (National Coalition Party) claimed: 
"The expenses of the state are 70 billion bigger than its income. If we go on 
like this, soon we can't guarantee any of these [welfare services] because 
Finland is given no more loans." (20 December 1994) Vesa Laukkanen 
(Christian Democratic League) argued: "The issue is so that market forces 
have a determining role in this society. Govemments are totally subjected to 
the market forces. Thus it does not matter who is in the govemment." (4 Oc
tober 1994) 

During this period a right-wing coalition govemment consisting of the 
Centre Party and the National Coalition Party was in power. The policies of 
the govemment were characterised by a constant need to save in all sectors 
in order to bring Finland out ofthe recession. Another actor, which opposed 
the legislation, was the Central Association for the Local and Regional Au
thorities in Finland. Especially the municipalities who had failed to increase 
municipal childcare piaces (Espoo and Vantaa in South Finland) made loud 
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complaints. The municipalities argued that the legislation was attacking their 
self-govemmental rights. 

The choice discourse played an important role in the parliarnentary de
bate. In the end, it divided the female MPs of the Women's Network and 
resulted in a breakdown ofthe consensus among the women. The parliamen
tary debale illustrates the depth of the division between the municipal child
care and Horne Care Allowance arrangements, which were constructed as 
two opposing strategies (see also Anttonen 1999). The female MPs of the 
right wing parties, who endorsed the choice discourse, did not want to accept 
that the two would be developed separately and the municipal childcare ar
rangements would be prioritised, as was suggested by the Women's Network 
initially. 

The women from the Centre Party and the parties affiliated to it (for ex
ample the Agrarian Party SMP) appealed strongly to the choice discourse: 
"In my opinion, equality rneans that the families should have the freedom 10 

choase whether children are taken to municipal day care or if they are given 
the possibility for Horne Care Allowance." (Lea Mäkipää, SMP, 17 Decem
ber 1994) And: "The starting point for the Centre Party has been that the 
municipalities have to take care of their responsibilities, the ones that have 
been set for them, and that on the other hand childcare has to be develaped 
on the basis of freedom of choice." (Maria Kaisa Aula, Centre Party, 17 De
cember 1994) 

The choice discourse was closely related to the regional inequalities. In 
the nOith/south divide, the Centre Party represented the farmers of North 
Finland who did not benefit from the rnunicipal childcare network to the 
same extent as families in the cities. The Horne Care Allowance was stigma
tised as a farmers' welfare benefit. The Centre Party MPs constantly referred 
to the fact that it was also wide\y used by small income families in South 
Finland. 

The coalition government of the Centre Party and the National Coalition 
Party compromised on the issue and proposed that both the childcare act and 
the Horne Care Allowance come into effect on 1.1.1996 (during the next 
govemment) instead of being delayed until autumn 1997. The Centre Party 
warnen opted for this campromise because it did not separate the Horne Care 
Allowance from municipal childcare arrangements. Also the National Coali
tian Party women voted for the new campromise. The women on the left 
(Green Party, Left-Wing Alliance, SDP) were furiaus. During the third 
round ofthe parliamentary debate, they suggested that the whole govemment 
proposal should be rejected. They saw this as the only way to ensure that the 
childcare act would come into force already in the autumn of 1995. In the 
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final vote, 109 votes were cast for the government compromise and 71 
against it. 

The debate illustrates the discourses, which construct the Finnish state as 
women-friendly and accessible for women, at operation. The state has been 
defined as a legitimate actor in questions of gender equality and the dis
courses have made it possible for the Finnish feminists to engage with the 
state and to become part of its stroctures. The discursive constroction coin
eides with that ofthe early women's movement, Association 9. Women from 
all parties shared the [lrst discourse that childcare was the responsibility of 
the state and, therefore, the responsibility for care did not lie with the parents 
alone. Childcare services were explained to be the backbone of the Finnish 
welfare society and crocial for equality between women and men. However, 
the choice discourse shows the existence of divisions and conflicts among 
women. The female MPs in the parties on the right provided alternative un
derstandings ofthe relationship between the state and childcare arrangement 
and placed more emphasis on private care at horne. 

3 Britain 

Unlike in Finland, in Britain, violence against women became a key concern 
for some parts of the wornen's rnovernent from the 1970s onwards. Three 
discourses can be discerned from the British ferninist debates on violence 
against women: (i) universal domestic violence discourse, (ii) autonomy dis· 
course, and (iii) crirne discourse. The British refuge movement, Women's 
Aid, grew out of and drew upon radical ferninist ideas. It became the most 
prominent actor ofthe wornen's rnovement on the issue of dornestic violence 
and started setting up a network of refuges for battered women in the 1970s. 
Wornen's Aid articulated a universal domestic violence discourse. In this 
discourse, any woman could experience domestic violence - it was not a 
problem of working class families or alcoholic men only: "Until men no 
longer see wornen as their possessions, but as people with equal status and 
rights, women will always be beaten. We are fighting not only to stop batter
ing, but also to change the position of warnen in our violent society.'.z7 
Women's Aid's feminist explanation saw domestic violence as arefleetion 
of unequal power relations both in society and in personal relationships, and 
as asymptom of the more general male violence and domination over 
\\omen.:s In other \\ords, for Women's Aid, dornestic violence was a serious 

:~ \'atiJnal Wamen's :\id Federation, Wornen! You Don't Have to Put Up with ßeing 
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societal problem and its root causes could be tackled only by making the 
general position ofwomen in society better. 29 

In relation to the state, these feminists drew upon an autonomy discourse 
that was underpinned by distrust towards the state as an institution and a be
lief in the autonomy of the women's movement. Autonomy from the state 
was important in order to maintain and discover feminist ways of working. 
Women were made strong through self-help and through sharing experiences 
with other wornen in similar life situations.30 Women's Aid was both far 
women and run by wornen, and its feminism was inspired by a 'women 
only' strategy. Women were treated not as victims but as survivors in order 
to both challenge victim-blame and to make visible women's resistance 
strategies. The organisation was non-hierarchical and it was based on de
mocratic functioning. Conflict was dealt with collectively and distinctions 
between helper and helped were overturned. In the autonomy discourse, 
every engagement with the state had its price. For exarnple a turn to the state 
rnight result in compromising on societal critique and ferninist practice.31 

Over time, a third discourse, a crirne discourse, emerged as an irnportant 
feminist strategy to highlight the seriousness of domestic violence. The 
crime discourse articulated domestic violence as a serious crirne that 
equalled beatings by strangers on the street. The aim of the crirne discourse 
was to push for more police intervention and involvement in domestic vio
lence cases: "When a man is found guilty of dornestic assault, he should re
ceive an effective sanction which recognises domestic violence as a serious 
crime.,,32 The discourse was based on the recognition that the police was the 
first institution to which most women in need turned to, but the police tended 
to refuse to get involved in cases of domestic violence.33 The discourse was 
not so prominent in the early statements of Women's Aid's but became 
more so towards the end of 1980s and 1990s. The discourse coincided with 

29 Anna CootelTess Gill (with Ja Richardson), Battered Warnen and the Law, London 
1977; Angela Weir, Battered Warnen: Same Perspectives and Problems, in: 
Marjorie Maya (ed.), Women in the Community, London 1977, pp. 109-120. 

30 National Women's Aid Federation, Battered Women, Refuges and Women's Aid, 
1977. 

31 Hilary Rose, Women's Refuges: Creating New Forms ofWelfare?, in: Clare Unger
san (ed.), Women and Social Policy: AReader, London 1985, pp. 243-259. 

32 Women's Aid Federation England, Written Evidence to the Hause of Commons 
Horne Affairs Committee Inquiry into Domestic Violence, Bristo1 1992. 

33 JaIna HanmerlJill Radford/Elizabeth A. Stanko, Policing, Men's Violence: An In
troduction, in: .Jaina Hanmer/Jill Radford/Elizabeth A. Stanko (eds.), Warnen, Polie
ing and Male Violence: International Perspectives, Landon, New York 1989, pp. 1
12. 
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Conservative governments' rhetoric to be tough on crime and was th:refore 
an important strategy to push for recognition of the issue and for police ac
tion. 

In Britain, the discourses on domestic violence were diverse. Competing 
discourses explained domestic violence in terms ofindividual pathology and 
emphasised that also women were violent.34 The parliamentary debates in 
the 1970s demonstrate that there was deep unease among Conservativ.e male 
MPs about the appropriate means to deal with domestic violence.3~ They 
were particularly worried about the role of the police in surpassing the pub
lic!private distinction and intervening in 'domestic disputes'. They argued 
that the police should respect the unity ofthe family, and questioned whether 
it was justified to increase the burden on the police. Courts, in turn, stressed 
men's property rights. These ideas are extremely important in explaining 
resistance to feminist discourses. 

Diversity existed also within feminists. Black feminist theorising high
lighted black women's different experience of 'univer~al' domestic vio
lence.36 Women's Aid in England had to confront questlons about the op
pressive racist patriarchal state. The bla~k feminist disco~rse~ a~ou~ the state 
and state policies were often more radlcal than Women s Ald. s dlsco.urses. 
For instance in the 1980s, the Southall Black Sisters systematlcally reJected 
multi-agenc; approaches, which were becoming increasingly popular. in 
dealing with domestic violence and required voluntary sector collaboratlOn 
with different state sectors. They argued that the multi-agency approach 
"serves to extend the net of corporate policing".37 Because of the different 
experiences black women had when dealing with domestic violence and 
their deep distrust towards the police, the feminist discourses of empower
ment and autonomy had special value for black feminists. Also non-feminist 
actors, such as the Women's National Commission, Victim Support, the 
Horne Office, and the Law Commission, started to contribute to the debates. 
Their arguments, in turn, impacted upon and shaped Women's Aid's femi
nist discourses. 

Despite its distrust towards the state as a patriarchal institution, Women's 
Aid's autonomy discourse was always informed by a pragmatic need to turn 
to the state for support. In the 1970s, Women's Aid campaigned for domes

34 For a classification of different explanations see Hague/Malos, Domestic Violence 
(note 28). 

35 See for example the debate in the Hause of Comrnons 13 February 1976. 
36 Southall Black Sisters, Two Struggles: Challenging Male Violence and the Police, 

in: Christina Dunhill (ed.), The Boys in BIue: Wornen's Challenge to the Police, 
London 1989, pp. 38·44. 

37 Southall Black Sisters, Two Struggles, p. 44. 
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tic violence legislation and demanded state recognition of domestic violence 
as a crime. In 1976, the Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings 
Act (1976) was passed. The Act permitted non-molestation and exclusion 
injunctions independent of any other proceedings before the court, and with
out the need to undertake such proceedings. Also, powers of arrest could be 
attached to any order thus ensuring that the police had responsibility should 
the order be breached.38 Disappointingly for feminists and other campaign
crs, the judiciary in general favoured a restrictive interpretation of the Act 
which served to undermine much of its political improvements and thereby 
hardened feminist attitudcs towards the state in Britain. 

The de-radicalisation of the legislation had a significant impact on femi
nist discourses on domestic violence and the state. Feminists in academia not 
only endorsed Women's Aid's discourses on domestic violence and the state 
but also radicalised them and provided academic research and theories to 
back up the arguments. Liz Kelly employed the concept of the cantinuum 0/ 
sexual vialence which emphasised that sexual violence existed in most 
women's lives and only the form sexual violence took, how women defined 
eVents and the impact of the events on them at the time and over time var
ied.39 Feminist academics confirmed the importance of autonomy and em
powerment as strategies to deal with domestic violence and warned against 
tokenistic and divisive reforms: "In the context of demanding reforms from 
the police, it is essential to recognise that we are dealing with an institution 
known for its sexism, racism and 'cult ofmasculinity",.4o 

The autonomy discourse had its cost in Britain. The refuge network had 
been established in accordance with the ideas of empowerrnent and auton
orny, which also came to mean that they received no national funding and 
faced severe funding problems. Many commentators described how physical 
conditions in refuge centres 'vary between shabby or scruffy,41 and there 
were great regional variations. This became an unresolved, core campaign
ing issue for Women's Aid in the 1980s and 1990s. Police practice was an
other target and here some positive changes were achieved with the Horne 

38 Susan Maidrnent. Dornestic Violence and the Law: The 1976 Aet and its Afterrnath, 
in: Norman Johnson (ed.), Mari tal Violence, London 1985, pp. 4-26; Kathryn 
McCann, Battered Wornen and the Law: The Limits of the Legislation, in: Julia 
Brophy/Carol Smart (eds.), Women-In-Law: Explorations in Law, Family and Sexu
ality, London 1985. 

39 Uz Kelly, The Continuum of Sexual Violence, in: Jaina Hanmer/Mary Maynard 
(eds.), Women, Violence and Social Control, London J987, pp. 46-60. 

40 Hanmer/Radford/Stanko, Policing (note 33), p. 11. 
41 Rose. Women's Refuges (note 31), p. 254. 
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Office issuing guidelines for better practice.42 Multi-agency wark, where 
different bodies work together to confront domestic violence, became the 
key govemment approach to domestic violence in the 1990s, lt grew out of 
the fact that domestic violence was not the responsibility of any particular 
statutory agency or, g?vem~ent department, but4~ould be the responsibility 
of ~any, or, as ,femlDists pOlTIted out, none at all. Multi-agencyapproaches 
recelved a cautlous welcome from some feminists and were rejected by oth
ers,44 

J-:Iow are th~ feminist discourses about domestic violence and state played 
out lTI the parltarnent? What are the continuities and the differences between 
the feminists' and the parliamentarians' discourses? The women's move
ment endorsed the autonomy discourse but fought to secure more funding 
from ,the govemment for t~e refuge centres and campaigned far better police 
pracuce, Here the focus will be on one parliamentary debate that took place 
lTI J,u,ly 1993. The long Conservative rule had had a lasting impact on British 
pOhtlCS, The rule had been particularly detrimental for feminist struggles,45 
. ~he 1993 parliament~ debate on domestic violence followed the pub

ltshmg of the Horne Affatrs Select Committee's inquiry into domestic vio
lence 1993. The Horne Affairs Select Committee consisted of six Conserva
tive and four Labour members and it made 42 specitic recommendations for 
tackling domestic violence in society, The committee had consulted Victim's 
Support and the Women's Aid Federations from different parts of the coun
try. In what was seen as an exceptional process, the members from the two 
main parties had reached a unanimous conclusion about the seriousness of 
the problem and the need to taclele it. Therefore, the government's half
hearted response was particularly disappointing. 

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that the feminist universal domestic 
violence discourse had had an impact on MP's statements in parliament. 
Like Women's Aid, the government portrayed domestic violence as a uni
versal problem, which was not restricted to certain social groups or classes 
only: "Domestic violence is not limited to any particular social group or 
cl~s~, but, as has already been said, occurs across the social spectrum." (The 
MIDlster of State, Horne Office, David Maclean, Conservative Party, 29 

42 Horne Office, Dornestic Violence, Horne Office Circular No. 60, London 1990. 
43 Ellen Malos. Supping with the Devil?: Multi-Agency Initiatives on Dornestic Vio

lence, in: Jill RadfordlMelissa Friedbergand/Lynne Harne (eds.), Wornen, Violence 
and Strategies for Action, Buckingharn, Philadelphia 2000, pp. 120-135. 

44 Co~pare Malos, .Su?ping (note 43); Southall Black Sisters, Two Struggles (note 36). 
45 Jom Lovenduskl/Vlcky RandalI, Conternporary Ferninist Politics: Wornen and 

Power in Britain, Oxford 1993. 
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March 1995) To clarify this had been one of the key feminist aims and the 
discourse had clearly filtered through to the parliamentary debates, 

Although all the MPs in the main parties agreed upon the seriousness of 
the issue, there were significant differences in explaining its causes. The 
MPs on the left related domestic violence to the wider socio-econornic frame 
and the female Labour MPs shared the feminist understanding of domestic 
violence as a symptom of male dominance over women: "Domestic violence 
is apart of a wider social problem of womens' unequal position in society. 
Too often still, women are dependent on men socially and economically. At
tempts by women to assert their independence and leave the mari tal horne 
whcn necessary are constrained by that basic inequality." (Joan Ruddock, 
Labour MP for Lewisham, Deptford, 21 Ju1y 1993) The female MPs ac
knowledged the institutionalised dependency relations between men and 
women and the ways in which these related to domestic violence. 

The Conservative male MPs, in contrast, saw domestic violence as a 
moral problem resulting from alcoholism, "wrong kind of men" and women 
who were unable to leave their partners: "There are many cases where a 
woman, probably unwisely, has taken a man in or formed a liaison with him, 
and then discovered to her cost that he is a violent type because of drink, or 
is naturally violent, she then has the utmost difficulty in getting rid of him." 
(Dudley Smith, MP for Warwick and Leamington, 21 July 1993) These in
terpretations on the causes of domestic violence drew upon ideas about men 
as 'naturally violent' and were in direct contrast to feminist discourses. The 
emphasis was placed on individuals, in contrast to societal structures, and the 
woman was found responsible for being in a violent relationship . 

The second feminist discourse identified above was the autonomy dis
course, which framed the ways that domestic violence should be dealt with. 
The funding problem that related to the autonomous status of the refuges 
was recognised in the parliament: "As the report points out, and as has al
ready been said, the present number of refuge places is less tharr one third of 
the number, recommended as an initial target by the Select Committee on 
Violence in the Family which reported in 1975, of one family place per 
10,000 of the population." (Barbara Roche, Labour MP far Hornsey and 
WoodGreen, 21 July 1993) 

The Committee's report, the government and the MPs shared the view 
that the refuges were in funding crisis. However, the party divisions emerged 
early on in the debate, with the Conservative government resisting far
reaching commitments: "The whole thrust of the Government's response is 
that all funding issues are for local authorities. At the end of the day, local 
authorities are largely funded by the Government, so there must be role for 
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central govemment tinance. If the Govemment are putting all this emphasis 
on IocaI authorities, why cannot we have ring-fenced money specifically for 
refuges?" (Malcolm Chisholm, Edinburgh, Leith, 21 July 1993) Also, Bar
oness Cumberlege (Conservative, House of Lords) was quoted as stating 
when asked whether the Govemment had any plans to encourage the provi. 
sion and funding of women's refuges: "The provision of funding for 
women's refuges is primarily a matter for 10cal agencies."46 

Labour MPs, by contrast, advocated a bigger role for the state in solving 
the funding crisis and emphasised govemment responsibility on the issue: 
"Local authorities cannot be expected to bear the entire financial burden. It is 
cIearly the responsibility of central Govemment to put resources into a net
work of women's refuges." (Joan Ruddock, Labour MP far Lewisham, 
Deptford, 21 July 1993) 

The committee report not only recognised the lack of funding but also the 
lack ofboth a central body and a co-ordinated response to domestic violence. 
Accordingly, the Committee recommended in the report mentioned above 
that "the first priority of Govemment action on domestic violence should be 
the establishment of a central, co-ordinated policy for refuge provision 
throughout the country". This could also be seen in the Labour MPs state
ments: "Loca1 authorities are responsib1e for refuges, ofwhich there are very 
few. [... ] Part ofthe problem is the fact that a range ofDepartments must 
deal with domestic violence." (Liz Lynne, MP for Rochdale, 21 July 1993) 
And: "We should have a proper refuge network throughout the country, cen
trally co-ordinated and funded by the Govemment." (Harry Cohen, MP tor 
Leyton 21 July 1993). The lack of central authority dealing with domestic 
violence is reflected in the lack of central legislation: "The law is spread 
among different Acts of Parliament [... ] That means that a woman has to 
deal with a maze of legislation." (Jean Corston, Labour MP for Bristol East 
21 July 1993) 

Despite the Labour MPs' attempts to highlight the importance of a co
ordinated national policy on domestic violence, the Conservative govem
ment remained resistant and emphasised the role of local actors: "However, 
in p~nciple we maintain the view that effective local support services, in
cluding refuges, are best provided at local level. Such provision can be based 
on an assessment of local needs and take into account the wider loeal re
sponse. The Govemment have a role in encouraging local action and in dis
serninating good practiee." (Minister of State, Horne Office, David MacIean, 
Conservative Party, 21 July 1993) 

46	 Official repon, House of Lords, 29 April 1993, quoted by Barbara Roche, Labour 
MP for Homsey and Wood Green, 21 July 1993 
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Gender and the Discursive Construction of the State 

The Conservative government was willing to recognise only a very lim
ited role for the state in confronting domestic violence, The focus on funding 
and a co-ordinated government response reflect the parameters of legitimate 
state action. For Labour MPs, funding and co-ordination were the issues that 
the state could associate with and the Labour MPs shared this frame with the 
women's movement. For Conservative MPs, the role of the state was even 
more restricted, but it could be regarded as reflecting the Women's Aid's 
concern for autonomy from the state. 

The parliamentary debate was dominated by the crime discourse, which 
was shared by the MPs from a11 parties. The police were not required sepa
rately to identifY domestic violence incidents in their statistical returns to the 
Home Office or to record the relationship between victim and offender. This 
was seen as a major problem requiring remedy by the parliament in the fonn 
of legislative change: "Domestic violence is a crime - it is that message that 
we have to get across. We have to change the eulture of our society from an 
early stage." (Barbara Roche, Labour MP for Hornsey and Wood Green, 21 
July 1993) And: "Of a11 erimes, it is perhaps the hardest for the Government 
to tackle. We can put more police on the streets, try to make houses burglar 
proof, and encourage neighbourhood watch schemes, but none of that will 
protect a woman or a child from domestic violence." (Ray Michie, MP for 
Argy11 and Bute, 29 March 1995) This discourse was shared by MPs from 
both political left and political right. In addition, Women's Aid articulated 
the crime discourse, and it was an important tool for highlighting the seri
ousness of the issue. Other feminists cautioned that to use the crime dis
course represented an attempt to loeate feminist definitions into man-made 
legal categories.47 Feminist definitions should rather be based on women's 
experience and they should not necessarily be forced into the state discourse 
oncrime. 

Diversity and the different concerns and experiences that black and ethnic 
minority women encountered when experiencing domestic violence did not 
occupy a prominent position in the parliamentary debate. The specific prob
lems of immigrant women were referred to and kept on the agenda by fe
male Labour MPs but they did not receive government attention. 

In conc1usion, the government's response to the progressive Home Af
fairs Committee's report was disappointing, Feminist discourses had in
fonned the work of the Committee and were reflected in some of its recom
mendations. In parliament, feminist discourses were mainly employed by 

47 Jill Radford/Elizabeth Stanko, Violence Against Wornen and Children: The Contra
dictions of Crirne ContraI Under Patriarchy, in: Marianne Hestcr/Liz Kelly/Jill Rad
ford (eds,), Violence and Male Power, Buckingharn, Philadelphia 1996, here 68f. 
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female MPs in the Labour Party. These discourses had less impact on the 
work of the government. Two discourses, the universal domestic violence 
discourse and the crime discourse, had ftltered through to the parliamentary 
debate. All MPs taking part in the debate recognised domestic violence as a 
prevalent and serious crime. However, unlike feminists, many MPs placed 
the emphasis on the individual and not on the societal structures when ex
plaining the causes of domestic violence. 

The combination of emphasising the crime discourse but downplaying the 
wider social inequalities impacted upon the ways in which solutions to the 
problem were sought. The governrnent did not react to the arguments that 
the general position of women in the society needed to be made better and 
their economic, social and political rights secured. Instead, they emphasised 
in a public awareness campaign that domestic violence was a crime and 
urged the police to act against it.48 Furthermore, arguments about scarce re
sources resulted in the outcome whereby the refuges continued to receive 
inadequate funding. As a consequence ofthe traditionally strong position of 
the feminist autonomy discourse, it was relatively easy for the govemment to 
refuse to take full responsibility for funding the refuge network. Despite the 
ministerial working group, national co-ordination of domestic violence pol
icy remained patchy and the govemment placed its rhetorical emphasis on 
the perceived need to act on a local level. 

4 Conc1usion 

The state is heterogeneous and often contradictory in its processes and poli
eies. This article has discussed two different feminist discourses about the 
state, one positive and the other negative, and their consequences for femi
nist engagements with the state. The article has not attempted to draw causal 
links between discourses and state institutions, but suggests that discourses 
set powerful parameters for feminist and state actions. 

In Finland, Association 9's discourse on the state was very positive: the 
state was seen as the guarantor of equality. The movement was integrated 
into the state structures at the beginning of 1970s. Its discourses on childcare 
were institutionalised into the woman-friendly welfare state policies. The 

48 The govemment established aministerial working group to co-ordinate the govem
ment response to domestic violence, which was led by the Horne Office. It launched 
a public awareness campaign in October 1994 with the slogan "Domestic Violence 
is a Crime - Don't Stand for It". The campaign consisted of 500000 guidance leaf~ 

lets and 100 000 indoor posters that were distributed to voluntary and statutory 
agencies. A short public information film was shown in 350 cinemas for aperiod of 
six weeks. 
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Gender and the Discursive Construction of the State 

continuities between the parliamentarians' and the feminist discourses on the 
beneficial nature of state responsibility for childcare and the woman-friendly 
welfare state were clear. However, also a second approach existed in Finland 
exemplified by the choice discourse. The choice discourse emphasised the 
parents' right to stay at horne and look after their children. It represented a 
competing discourse that placed limits on govemment interference. 

The British women's movement in general and Women's Aid in particu
lar valued their perceived autonomy and attempted to stay out ofthe state. A 
negative construction of the state informed the movement's attempt to re
main outside. However, the analysis in this article shows that the autonomy 
discourse was compromised and Women's Aid depended on the state for 
funding, police action and legislative changes. The state response was posi
tive in some areas, such as anational campaign against domestic violence in 
]995 and increase in state funding for the refuges. Some feminist discourses, 
such as the crime discourse and the universal domestic violence discourse, 
had filtered through to the debates in parliament. 

The analysis, therefore, challenges accounts where Finland is thought to 
represent an uncontroversial integrationist feminist strategy (inside the state) 
and Britain an autonomous strategy (outside the state). The choice discourse 
debate illustrates that the idea of functioning outside the state is also a pow
erful one in Finland. The crime discourse, in turn, points to the importance 
ofthe idea ofworking inside the state in Britain. Furthermore, the discussion 
in this article has challenged the whole dichotomy between the in- and out of 
state approach. The article has shown that being 'inside' makes 'outside' 
possible, as in the case of the Finnish Horne Care Allowance, which allows 
parents to stay at horne to look after their children. Similarly, being outside 
is illusionary as the case of Britain demonstrates. 

Such cOluparisons suggest that it is important not to create ideal types or 
stereotypica] accounts of Finland and Britain, where Finland represents pro
state and Britain anti-state strategies. Unfortunately there has been no space 
in this article to concentrate on differences within states and to point to di
versity within countries. Such analysis would be important to reveal the dif
ferences and discontinuities within state policies in different fields and their 
differentiated impact upon women. However, this article does conclude that 
rather than assuming a universal analysis of the state, there is a need to place 
analyses within specific contexts. The analysis indicates the benefits for 
feminist analyses of tuming away from the theorisation of relations between 
gender and state in general terms and focusing instead on constructions 
within specific state discourses and practices. 
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