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INTRODUCTION
Critical Studies of Gender Equalities:
Nordic Dislocations, Dilemmas and Contradictions
During three decades of working toward gender equality, the Nordic Council of
Ministers has continued its efforts toward achieving full gender equality in Nordic
societies. Indeed, the Nordic democracies have distinguished themselves through their
active work to promote gender equality in each country (Nordic Council of Ministers
(2006) Focus on Gender – Working Toward an Equal Society. Nordic Gender Equality
Co-operation Programme 2006–2010).

It seems fitting to begin a book on critical aspects of gender equalities in the Nordic
countries with the above quotation, since it features in the most recent co-operation
programme on gender equality issued by the Nordic Council of Ministers: an
authoritative official and transnational source of communications. This quotation is
a representative example of how Nordic gender equality is presented in national as
well as international governmental contexts. The image projected is one of decades of
unceasing efforts, and of a collective self-image in these countries of world leadership
in gender equality. Is it perhaps even possible to spot a sense of complacency in the
text? The text also somehow leaves the reader with the impression that its writers
know what full, or “real”, gender equality would be. Looked at in this way, it is fair
to say that this piece of text produces a certain way of understanding what “gender
equality” is, and a certain way of understanding those who have exerted efforts on
behalf of gender equality. For us to make this point is to assert that gender equality is
not something that just “is” in some unproblematic and natural way, but something
that may be understood and packaged in several different ways – ways that may have
several different consequences.
Authoritative packagings and understandings of gender equality and gender
issues such as the one cited above, and their political and personal consequences,
are the targets of the researchers who have written this book. Thus, the various
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understandings of gender equality in the Nordic countries, and the consequences of
these understandings, are targeted; not the general idea of gender equality as such. The
authors are Nordic gender scholars who have worked together for several years in a
research network. They are united by a critical interest in gender discourses, as they
play themselves out in these particular countries, with their internationally good record
on gender equality. Can it be, these researchers ask, that there are problems connected
with the meanings of “gender” and “equality” which national authorities as well as
citizens typically project when they talk about gender equality? Yes, there can, would
be a brief answer provided by that the chapters in this book.
Thus, this is a critical book, in the sense that the chapters investigate how gender
equality and gender are packaged and “produced”, that is, given certain kinds of
meanings while other kinds of meanings are obscured, in a number of political contexts
in the Nordic countries. Being critical here also means discussing political consequences
of these meanings and meaning-making processes. “Critical” also implies avoiding all
presumption of claiming to know what “real” gender equality is or would be.
Consequently, the authors of this book are not in the business of ranking their objects
of study in terms of degrees of gender equality achieved. Neither do they evaluate the
efficiency, success or failure of different equality policies. Instead, the authors take
the critically interrogative stand of suspending ideas of what “true gender equality”
would be, and look instead at how differently such ideas are produced and where
they lead. Nordic scholars today are increasingly conceptualizing gender equality as
a constructed category filled with differing meanings depending on context. Thus
the authors of this book are content to critically worry – as in digging their teeth
in and shaking it – the issue of how constructions of gender equality create limits
and possibilities for thinking about and doing gender, especially as gender intersects
with dimensions of ethnicity, nationality and sexuality.
Inevitably, researchers working with such a ‘critical–worrying’ approach will move
beyond emphasizing the constructed nature of Nordic gender equality, to investigating
its productive aspects. Politically produced and packaged gender equality will then be
studied as forms of discourse that constitute and enable certain types of subjectivities
rather than others. Following the logic of this argument, one may confidently say
that issues of “gender equality” are about much more than justice and fairness –
they are also about the kinds of subjects that politics, policies and practices in these
countries will encourage and are prepared to harbour as good citizens.
The critical conceptualizations of gender equality that the authors of this book
have chosen necessitate a focus on what happens in the construction processes, and
on how the productivity of gender equality discourses plays itself out in contemporary
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society. Translations from political idea(l)s to practice are seldom easy; and there are
signs that translations related to gender equality issues may be less straightforward
than most. The often criss-crossing meanings and implications of gender equality on
different societal arenas are created by, and in their turn create, numerous dislocations,
contradictions and dilemmas.

Dislocations, contradictions and dilemmas
While their empirical fields differ, the chapters in this book connect to each other
through their theoretical, methodological and analytical approaches. The authors share
a social constructionist approach to the understandings of power, as elaborated in
different forms of discourse analysis. They have derived inspiration from scholars such
as Carol Bacchi, Judith Butler, Michel Foucault, Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe,
Margaret Wetherell and Slavoj Žižek. These theorists differ in their theoretical
approaches but have in common an emphasis on the need to scrutinise the discursive
constructions of dominant understandings of normalitites: ethnocentrisms, femininities,
heteronormativities and masculinities. Discursive approaches make use of cracks and
shifts as disruptive moments that make different, often dominating, discourses visible,
and they often point out the dilemmas, dislocations and contradictions harboured
within these discourses.
Several of the chapters explicitly analyse dislocations. What happens when
dominating discourses get disturbed? A dislocation can be seen as a destabilisation
or displacement of discourse. For instance, how should the shift from “impossible”
to “favourable” in the Swedish discourse on gender quotas be understood? Or how
is it that the ambition to strengthen the position of women in regional policy has
become transformed into the requirement that women should “add something extra”
to the strivings for sustainable growth and strong regions? Putting dislocations in/
of discourse at the centre of analytical attention is also an analytical strategy that is
useful when exploring how dominant discourses rearrange themselves while keeping
norms intact.
Closely related to dislocation processes is the frequent, almost ubiquitous, existence
of contradictions in discourse. Focusing analytically on contradictions in one’s empirical
material and field is a way to make implicit notions of “the self-evident” visible and
therefore possible to be interrogated. One may thus highlight contradictory statements
in policy when moving between visions and suggestions for implementation, and
look into the rhetorical work that such inbuilt contradictions are set up to do. Such
analysis makes it possible to show for instance how, in local politics, contradictions
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are produced between a general gender equality-friendliness, and a hostility to the
legal means (for instance, quotas) of achieving numerical equality. Thus, there is a
contradiction between the seemingly universal acceptance of a general discourse of
gender equality on the one hand, and scepticism about the practical consequences of
this acceptance as well as resistance to attempts to produce it, on the other hand.
The contradictions built into equality discourses create dilemmas for those who
have to deal with equality issues on a daily basis, that is, basically everybody. A
dilemma is a situation in which one will have to choose between two or more, often
equally undesirable, alternatives. Thus, a dilemma is not necessarily ever solvable.
Daily life contains, and constructs, numerous dilemmas that people constantly need
to navigate between without ever being able to settle into a comfortable situation. One
dilemma that is frequently discussed today is that of having to choose between being
a good father and having a career: how can contemporary fathers best negotiate the
demands on them to be just as present for their children as their female partners tend
to be, while also being just as present and successful at work as their colleagues are?
This dilemma may in turn create a dilemma for the female partner of such a man, since
she will have to find new positions from which to negotiate the different meanings of
femininity and masculinity evoked in these processes. And then there is the question
of same-sex parents: what subject positions do current debates allow them? Exploring
dilemmas highlights the culturally anchored constraints that exist on the possibilities
for agency. Dilemmas limit the prospects for action, not least in relation to notions of
how men and women could and should act (in relation to policy) in their everyday life.
Dilemmas in this way create constraints and collude in the production of stereotyped
subject positions.
All the chapters in this book in their individual ways address the particularly
salient combinations of dislocations, contradictions and dilemmas in their respective
empirical fields.

The chapters
Common to the authors of this book is a conceptualization of gender and gender
equality as phenomena that are continually being constructed, done, produced and
reproduced in relations between individuals, groups and societal structures. The
authors are united by a focus on how these processes work on different levels and
in different arenas of society in the Nordic countries, and by a concern with the
consequences of these processes for different groups. The authors have analyzed
representations of gender equality and gender in a wide array of Nordic contexts
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and circumstances and thus represent many empirical fields. A few examples of the
topics studied are: parliamentary debates about equality and parité in Finland and
France, diversity projects in large companies in Denmark, debates about fathers’
rights in Norway, and honour-related killings of young women in Sweden. Yet there
are many theoretical and analytical parallels between the chapters. The spread of
empirical fields, and the similarities in analytical approaches, have between them
made it difficult to decide on the ultimate structure of this book: several sortings
would make sense, and the chapters shuffle and rearrange themselves in different
constellations, depending on the chosen focus when reading them. We therefore
invite the reader to either agree on our chosen structure, or to sort the chapters in
other ways more useful for her or his own purposes.
We have divided the book into three sections that we name “Constructing state
and nation”, “Regulating political practices”, and “Producing gendered subjectivities”.
These three analytical themes criss-cross and weave in and out of the empirical themes
of the book, in ways that we have found helpful when wanting to understand how
gender equality works and is produced in different contexts. The sections move from
considering gender equality in relation to abstract constructions of the nation and the
state, through the regulations of political practices of gender equality, to looking at
the production of femininity and masculinity. In all chapters we can see, in action,
varying dimensions of the dislocations, contradictions and dilemmas that are present
in issues of gender equality and gender in the Nordic countries of today.

Constructing state and nation
Feminist research, both in relation to politics and policy but also more broadly related
to studies on welfare and care, has been quite preoccupied with analyses of the state.
Several different approaches have been used by such researchers, from analysing the
state as patriarchal to regarding the state as a discursive construction. In this book,
three chapters more specifically touch upon state and nation in the analysis of gender
equality. These texts position themselves in a post-structural feminist approach to the
state that is signified by highlighting differences within states and focusing on state
practices and discourses instead of state institutions. Constructions of gender and
gender equality are important parts of the construction of the nation state. Chandra
Talpade Mohanty has in her work shown how both the nationalist and colonial projects
are constituted using women as a “symbolic tool”. Drawing on scholars such as Anne
McClintock, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Nira Yuval-Davies it is above all the
issues of nationality, ethnocentrism and heteronormativity that are in focus in these
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three chapters. The intersections between race, gender and also sexuality are all related
in McClintock’s thinking about our colonial heritage.
Inspiration from this post-colonial scholarly tradition has in the chapters by
Carbin, Raevaara and Törnqvist been transformed into a Nordic context. In sum,
this part of the book highlights the close relationship between constructions of gender
and gender equality and constructions of the nation state. A joint characteristic of the
chapters is a focus on how constructions of gender are intertwined with ethnocentrism
and heteronormativity in the productions of state, nation and nationality. It becomes
obvious that in understanding the relations between gender equality, the state and the
nation, gender cannot be regard as a one-dimensional phenomenon.
Maria Carbin’s chapter, “Honour related violence” – the invention of a new policy
problem in Sweden is a detailed analysis of the coming together of two policy areas:
violence against women and integration policy. Carbin begins with what has been
characterized as in many ways a crucial event, “the murder of Fadime” (a murder of
a young woman that was given massive media exposure and created political debate).
The ambition in the chapter is to scrutinise how this “event” became intelligible within
the two mentioned policy fields. Thus, “the murder of Fadime” functions as a hub
when Carbin examines the shifts in policy making that occur when dimensions of
race/ethnicity and gender are transformed, contested and stabilised.
Carbin works in a post-structuralist and post-colonial discursive tradition,
and thus the study of both contradictions and dislocations are important features
in her approach. For instance, in her analysis she demonstrates how integration
policy temporarily shifted to an assimilation approach and how simultaneously the
policy problem “violence against women” shifted to the articulation “honour-related
violence”. Furthermore, Carbin shows how, in the aftermath of the event “the murder
of Fadime”, a common Swedish policy of integration and gender equality was produced
and that this policy was to a large extent built on the notion of Swedish culture
being more gender equal than “the culture of immigrants”. In this discourse “the
vulnerable immigrant girl” is produced as a subject in need of protection and the
root of the problem is seen to be “the patriarchal family”. And within the policy field
“men’s violence against women”, Carbin highlights the intriguing contradiction that
the articulation of the immigrant girl as someone who faces the same problem Swedish
girls experience paradoxically creates the immigrant girl as different.
Carbin illustrates the difficulties, dilemmas and dislocations that occurred in
Swedish politics when trying to handle the event “the murder of Fadime”. The political
initiatives targeted were either articulated as an issue of cultural or geographical
differences, stigmatising certain groups, or as a question of structural oppression
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of women in which race/ethnicity as a site of power was not discussed. Carbin
demonstrates how the policy formulations were locked in an “either/or” frame of
reference, and how the naming of the problem as “honour-related violence” became
a policy problem in itself.
In her chapter “In the land of equality? Gender equality and the construction of Finnish
and French political communities in the parliamentary debates of Finland and France”,
Eeva Raevaara elucidates the reciprocal relationship between the constructions of gender
equality and the nation. By focusing on two cases carrying interesting differences as
well as similarities – Finland and France – she succeeds in illuminating the importance
of political context when analysing the ways in which gender equality is produced.
At the same time she scrutinizes how the debates on gender equality construct the
political community. The ways in which the debates on equality transform “Finnish”
and “French” perspectives on gender equality, political representation and citizenship
is one central question that she discusses in her chapter.
Raevaara emphasises the necessity of analysing both politics and nation(ality/hood)
as ongoing processes and both homogeneity and conflicts as part of these processes.
One important methodological strategy for accomplishing this approach is to study
the ways in which Finnish and French members of parliament mobilize different
discourses when discussing gender equality. For example, members of parliament in
both countries use the strategy of constructing an opposition between the national
understandings of gender equality and other, “foreign” notions that are regarded as
problematic. In France the strategy of promoting equality, parité, was produced as
normal by using the American affirmative action strategy as a contrasting picture. In
the Finnish case, feminism was constructed as a conflict-oriented and thus problematic
way of striving for gender equality while the Finnish equality policies were articulated
as a well-functioning consensus-oriented strategy of reaching gender equality. In both
the French and the Finnish case, gender equality is produced in close relation to the
nation itself at the same time as their national models are presented as (universal) role
models for other countries.
According to Raevaara, contradictions and comparisons are used as the main
discursive strategies in the production of gender equality as a nationalistic element
in both countries. In the chapter she also shows how in this process the issue of
gender equality is dislocated: it shifts from being about (power) relations between
men and women to being about the constitution of a (good) political system. Hence,
competence and the improvement of democracy and citizenship override the political
goal of gender equality and the advancement of the position of women. In addition,
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Raevaara also points to the heteronormative aspects built into this process when the
political community is constituted as the co-operation of women and men. Through
the text she also demonstrates how women are constructed as the “bearers” of gender
equality while men remain (comfortably) in the shadows.
In the chapter “From threat to promise: the changing position of gender quota in the
Swedish debate on women’s political representation”, Maria Törnqvist brings us to
the heart of the Swedish national discourse on gender equality: the issue of women’s
representation. In focus stands the discursive transformation from threat to promise
regarding how the strategy of gender quotas is produced in national policy. When the
idea of gender quotas was presented in a government commission report in 1987 it was
harshly rejected and seen as a threat to both democratic values and overall gains in
gender equality. Seven years later gender quotas were accepted as a legitimate strategy
for guaranteeing not just women’s but also men’s positions in politics. In the chapter,
Törnqvist analyses this discursive shift by scrutinising the forms in which gender
quotas are framed, mainly by going through statements by leading politicians.
The contradictory construction of men and gender equality is one important
empirical focal point. Men are both constituted as the problem of gender equality and
as women’s co-workers in working to achieve a gender equal society. This inconsistency
is solved by splitting men into different categories; the young immature men, the
old conservative men and the ‘real’ men. In other words there is a dislocation of the
problem from all men to some men. Pointing out the real men also serves the overall
romantic framing of the issue. Gender quotas could be accepted in Swedish politics
as there was no disturbance in the romantic relationship between men and women.
By using the expression “every other dance for the women” (varannan damernas) – an
expression with its roots in the traditional Swedish dance halls – this complementary
and heteronormative discourse is re-established. What remains is the dilemma of how
to create space for feminist action in politics.

Regulating political practices
The second section of the book deals with what it is that happens when political visions
of gender equality are to be implemented in local settings. How do the gender-political
ideas fare when they are translated into political policy and lived political activities in
local or regional political settings? And how do equality efforts to revolutionize leadership
in companies fare when confronted with actual daily life in boardrooms and coffee
lounges? The three chapters in the section target different aspects of implementation
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and regulation, in three different settings: local politics, regional politics and policies,
and the management of corporations.
In Ingrid Guldvik’s chapter “Gender quota discourses in Norwegian politics”,
regulating is a primary focus in the sense that she is studying how local politicians
in Norway handle national legislation about gender quotas in Norwegian political
committees. That is, there are national regulations concerning equal proportions
of women and men in all political committees, and the responsibility for making
the proportions equal rests on local politicians. How they do this, and the different
meanings that they ascribe in this process to gender quotas, are some focal issues that
Guldvik has studied. Taking as her point of departure a social justice perspective, she
studies local subversive representations of the formally regulating quota rules. She
shows that they often in their turn come to informally regulate what will actually
be done to achieve the legislated proportions locally – in many cases this means:
nothing. Proportions of women and men in local political committees have been very
slow to change. How can this be? Looking closely at how politicians talk and write
about gender quotas, Guldvik has found some intriguing answers to this question. She
shows, for instance, a number of strategies that politicians use to discursively represent
the law about quotas as simply illegitimate in their particular local political setting.
The strategies range from presenting quotas as a threat to democracy, as unnecessary
or a drawback for the women who gain entry via quotas, to claiming that quotas
discriminate against men. Such strategies become part of a process of discursive
regulation: if the law is successfully represented as illegitimate, it will be logical to
represent sabotaging its intentions as legitimate.
In these processes, a number of dislocations, contradictions and dilemmas are
apparent. Dislocations, first in the sense of confusion and disarray, can be seen in
the wild flora of different interpretations of gender quota that Guldvik found among
politicians. It may be difficult to know what one is actually talking about, when there
exist dozens of different understandings of “quota”. However, second, and perhaps
more subversive, Guldvik found dislocations in the sense of displacement: many
politicians displace the interpretations of the law from those of the initial intentions
of the quota legislation into their own discursive settings, where gender is often not
seen as a relevant political category. Contradictions were particularly frequent between
the national and local political levels: national politicians practically always favour a
quota-friendly discourse, whereas local politicians were more varied in their overall
allegiances, quite a high number being explicitly anti-quota. On the local level there
were many contradictions between general equality-friendliness, on the one hand, and
hostility to the legal means of achieving equal proportions on the other hand. However,
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in Guldvik’s interviews, all these contradictions appeared only in the accounts of male
politicians. Dilemmas inevitably abounded in this political landscape, especially for
those who were set on achieving change via quota regulations. A particularly tricky
dilemma emanated from the fact that while the formal rules (i.e. national quota
legislation) seemed to be necessary for change, the same rules in several local settings
either evoked, or at least contributed substantially to, resistance against quota rules.
Where then to turn to achieve change?
Malin Rönnblom has titled her chapter “De-politicising gender? Constructions of
gender equality in Swedish regional policy”. She has studied the new ways of regulating
gender-political practices that seem to be emerging in the wake of recent changes in the
forms and goals of regional politics. Swedish regional policy has recently changed from
aiming to enhance development in under-privileged regions, to promoting growth
in the whole country. This change includes an emphasis on co-operation between
all possible actors on the local scene, and creating new institutional forms, such as
regional partnerships, where three growth dimensions (the economic, the ecological
and the social) are to be given equal status. In her chapter, Rönnblom is interested in
discerning what these changes into new forms may mean for gender-political issues.
To this end, she has studied policy documents on the national level that deal with
regional policies.
Do regional policies in their new shape construct gender equality in peculiar
ways that differ from those previously experienced? What ways of understanding
gender form the basis of the present constructions of gender equality? How is the
actual practice of gender equality politics on the regional level affected? These are
some questions that Rönnblom has asked. Her conclusions can briefly be summarized
thus: despite their explicit ambitions to integrate gender equality into all areas, the
new regional policies neither challenge nor displace old established gender norms. The
dominant discourse of gender equality in regional policy documents still supports
traditional ways of conceptualising gender, women, and gender equality.
In answering the questions in her chapter, Rönnblom encounters a number
of dislocations, dilemmas and contradictions: the main dislocations are those
connected to the changes in the meaning of “politics” that accompany the inflow of
neo-liberal ideas into regional policies. Historically new terms such as governance
and gender mainstreaming signal important relations between the forms of politics
and the political goals that those particular forms enable. Also, the inclusion of
an increasing number of political issues from other arenas within regional policies
will inevitably imply some kind of dislocation. And the shifting position of “gender
equality”, from being one of the two main horizontal political dimensions in regional
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policy to becoming part of the social dimension of sustainable growth, must be
characterized as an important dislocation. A major contradiction that Rönnblom
identifies exists between national policy documents on regional policies which
emphasize the importance of women’s participation in partnerships, and actual
practice which shows that women have been very few in the partnerships. Not
surprisingly, therefore, women are more dissatisfied than men with the integration
of gender equality into regional growth agreements. A major dilemma when working
in this policy field seems to be created by including gender equality in a general way
within regional partnerships, while not developing the actual meanings of “gender
equality”. This dilemma, Rönnblom shows, tends to reproduce traditional gender
discourses and obstruct the constructive handling of opposition to equality efforts.
Dorthe Staunæs and Dorte Marie Søndergaard in their chapter, “Management
and gender diversity: Intertwining categories and paradoxes”, analyze the genderpolitical daily practices of top management in the private sector in Denmark. They
have studied processes of change and resistance in a large company when diversity
management and gender equality were to be implemented. Diversity management,
Staunæs and Søndergaard note, has recently captured the imagination of the private
sector, particularly as it is being linked with economic progress and success by
including talents and creativity from “all” groups in society. Efforts to increase the
number of women at high corporate levels formed part of the diversity issues, and
this is Staunæs and Søndergaard’s particular focus in their chapter: how are women’s
possibilities for advancement and career movements influenced in practice? Inspired by
post-structuralist approaches to discourse and governmentality they have used a case
study of a particular company to explore the subtle discursive patterns that may set
the frames for career movements, and, in so doing, cause such movements to become
masculinised or feminised in specific ways. They have also looked at how the new “soft”
managerial ideals, brought forward in the context of diversity management, seem to
intersect in intricate ways with constructions of femininity and masculinity. These
new ideals of management, Staunæs and Søndergaard argue, are neat illustrations of
the new ways of regulating political practices by particular kinds of discursive power
and self-control that post-structuralist theorists have been writing about.
This setting of soft management, economic bottom lines, and gender equality
efforts sets the stage for several dislocations and contradictions as well as dilemmas.
Here are some that the authors note: While dislocating traditional management ideals
by encouraging soft qualities and “feminine” empathetic capabilities in their managers,
the company simultaneously used various power technologies of performance,
measuring productivity and economic results. This created a contradiction that could
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be hard to handle for individual managers – especially so, it emerged, for female
managers who wanted to advance. They were left in a dilemma by the “stickiness”
of their sex: the favouring of “feminine” management capabilities was not valued in
such an unequivocally positive way in a female manager as it was in a male manager.
Female, but not male, managers needed to walk a delicate path between being “too
feminine” and thus seen as too weak, and being “too masculine” and thus seen as not
enough of a woman. Thus, femininity when connected with female bodies evoked
doubts about management skills, while femininity when connected with male bodies
marked “new” and “dynamic” management capabilities.
Through their ways of analyzing the empirical material in their chapter, and
especially their creative use of analytic terms such as “female marked persons”, Staunæs
and Søndergaard show very pedagogically how masculinity and femininity are socially
constructed in corporate daily life practices.

Producing gendered subjectivities
The authors in the third section of the book have chosen different perspectives on the
production of subjectivities within the particular overall political settings of “Nordic”
society. “Producing” gender and equality is the key word here; producing in a number
of circumstances: conversations about daily life in heterosexual couples, legislation on
family policy and fathers’ rights, and the exclusion of non-heterosexual persons from
equality issues and research.
Eva Magnusson’s chapter is entitled “Conflict, danger and difference: Nordic
heterosexual couples converse about gender equality and fairness”. She looks at the
rhetorical insides of what is perhaps one of the major political dislocations of Nordic
life in recent decades: the shift from taking it for granted that housework is properly
“women’s work”, to arguing that such work should rightly be shared equally between
the partners in love relationships. This is something that practically everybody in
these countries would agree on today; as did also the Danish, Finnish and Swedish
couples with children that were interviewed in the Nordic study that this chapter
draws on. The study as a whole dealt with most aspects of these couples’ ways of
living their daily lives. In this chapter Magnusson has cut a slice out of the study
to look closely at how the participating men and women made use of terms such
as “gender equality” and “fairness” in relation to their own daily lives. The chapter
focuses on narratives by that slight majority of couples in the study who indicated
that they regarded the goal of equality in their relationship as secondary to many
other considerations. What kinds of rhetorical power, if any, did the terms carry in
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the conversations of these women and men? And were there patterns of rhetorical
use that could teach us something about what “gender equality” might mean – or
not mean – to many couples today?
Taking her departure in critical discursive psychology, Magnusson investigated
how these women and men recruited and used culturally available gendered discourses
when they were asked to express their views on gender equality. In their accounts there
were numerous contradictions, especially between favourable general statements about
gender equality on the one hand, and de-legitimating specific statements about gender
equality in relation to their own daily practices, on the other hand. The chapter traces
the rhetorical conversational work that silenced such contradictions, for instance by
recruiting normative conceptions such as “the modern man” or “the modern woman”,
and invoking the discursive power harboured in popular notions of femininity and
masculinity. In these silencing processes, “gender equality” was repeatedly dislocated
from a position as a politically and rhetorically forceful idea, to a position as something
alien to the self of the narrators, and often even as something dangerous and threatening
to the happiness of the relation. Gender equality in these couples became intimately
associated with quarrels, disharmony, fear of break-ups and “hysterical women” who
demand equality. The dislocations created dilemmas for the women in these couples,
who were often dissatisfied with the unequal sharing of housework, but who could not
easily find comfortable rhetorical positions from which to voice this dissatisfaction.
The men in these couples did not seem to experience parallel dilemmas. The chapter
finally discusses the limitations of concepts such as gender equality when applied to
spheres of life closely connected to identity and self, and to strong, prevailing romantic
notions of heterosexual happiness.
Trine Annfelt’s chapter is called “From soft fathers to the right of the sperm?
Biologism as a heteronorming resource”. She has studied official documents from
all political parties during two periods when Norwegian family legislation went
through substantial changes in its conceptualizations of fatherhood: the end of the
1970s and the beginning of the 2000s. The political debates in those periods, Annfelt
argues, have been important parts of the battles in Norwegian society about what
is to be considered normal, best for the children, and fair in a historical situation
with a growing plurality in family forms and fatherhood and equality ideals. Using a
Foucault-inspired discursive reading of these documents, she has compared the 1970s
arguments for changes in the Children’s Act in a more gender equal and “fatherfriendly” direction, with parallel arguments at the beginning of the 2000s.
Annfelt identifies major dislocations over time in the material she has studied:
in the views on fathers and fatherhood, in the arguments used to promote the rights
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of fathers over this period, and in the uses of biological arguments in the debates.
In the early period, arguments about what is best for the child revolved around the
importance of emotional ties between the child and the father, often focusing on
social fatherhood without any necessary biological connections (thus “soft fathers”).
By 2000, this focus on social meanings of fatherhood had changed drastically, such
that biological fatherhood was given priority (thus “the right of the sperm”). In her
analyses, Annfelt shows how biologically-based arguments that in the 1970s were seen
as anti-equality oriented when used in favour of the mother, by 2000 were being
used in claims to further equality, the child’s best interest, and fathers’ rights. This
dislocation, she argues, reflects a major shift in the general discursive landscape over
this period towards a biological view of what fatherhood really is. In parallel, there
has been a shift in the views of fathers who take care of their infants. In the earlier
period there were contradictions in the ways in which they were portrayed that could
lead to dilemmas for individual fathers: they were either admired or ridiculed and
de-sexualized. Today, Norwegian fathers are supposed to engage with their children,
and such engagement is not seen as threatening to their masculinity. However, not
all kinds of masculinity are privileged by the new fatherhood, Annfelt finds: today’s
hegemonic father ideal is distinctly heterosexual and connected to historical changes
in heteronorming societal discourses.
In the final chapter of the book Kattis Honkanen takes a closer look at how feminist
research may also (re)produce gender equality within the heterosexual matrix. In
her chapter “Equality politics out of the subaltern” she makes the reader reflect on
how often the two-sex model is unreflectively taken for granted in feminist research.
In doing this she also challenges the implicit, and sometimes also explicit, demand
on feminist research and Women’s studies to be useful in the endeavour to advance
equality, at the same time as she also contests the division between theory and political
practice. In her text, Honkanen asks what equality discourses leave unsaid, what is
marginalised in them and what power mechanisms are embedded in them. Using
Gayatri Spivak’s theory of the Subaltern she illustrates the ways in which the equality
discourse speaks its own political thoughts through various Others.
Honkanen’s chapter points out and illustrates several such contradictions and
dislocations. It also highlights several dilemmas, not least the dilemma created for
the feminist researcher who does not fit the template of the feminist researcher as
middle-class and heterosexual, struggling for equality. By taking examples both from
Nordic research on gender equality and European Union policy texts Honkanen shows
how the two-sex model (re)produces a discourse of “the real gender equality” and
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how this discourse dislocates lesbian and gay struggles for reproductive rights and
thereby condemns them to always exist in the margins of the equality discourse. In
fact, Honkanen argues that although there is a lot of variation in what kinds of sexual
difference get produced and how this happens, sexual difference has to be constructed
in order for an equality discourse to become intelligible. She also draws attention to
how the two-sex model is used in order to let the ‘other’ women in, i.e. women from socalled multicultural contexts. The equal Finnishness is constituted out of the subaltern,
out of the Other that is portrayed as needing to change. Speaking for is disguised as
speaking together.
In her chapter Honkanen asks the feminist researcher several important and
crucial questions, questions that could and should be put to all researchers claiming
to work within a social constructionist and critical research approach. Being
produced by the very discursive power that we resist, how could we be reflexive
about the seductiveness of resistance; a seduction that calls on us to be instruments
of discursive power? Where to find an opening for an ethically sustainable politics,
a politics we all could strive for?

Experiences of a Nordic research network:
studying gender equality critically
In the year 2000, a group of researchers were beginning work on a Nordic research
project funded by NOS-S (Joint Committee of the Nordic Social Science Research
Councils). The project was titled “Nordic gender equalities between rhetoric and
practice: studies of changes in public and private understandings of modern gender
equality politics”. For those of us who worked on this project it soon became evident
that its issues reached far beyond the confines of the project group. Several other
Nordic researchers worked on similar, or parallel, questions and problems, using
similar theoretical and analytical approaches. What to do to benefit maximally from
these parallels? It seemed a good idea to establish a Nordic research network, that is,
a forum for lasting organized collegial co-operation across projects, countries and
disciplines. Fortunately, our application for network funding from NorFA (Nordic
Academy for Advanced Study; recently renamed Nordforsk) was approved. Thus we
launched the network in 2002, under the name “Gendered discourses in the genderequal Nordic countries: cross-disciplinary studies and level-transcending analyses”.
The network consists of about twenty scholars from all Nordic countries, who are
based in several different academic disciplines (Education, History, Political Science,
Psychology and Sociology) as well as in Gender Studies as a cross-discipline. About
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half of the participants were doctoral students when the network started, and most of
them have since achieved their doctoral degrees. Ten of the participants in the network
have written chapters in this book.
When bringing together a large number of researchers who work on similar or
related issues, with the aim of facilitating their learning as much as possible from each
others’ experience, a good way to begin is to enable conversations of various kinds. This
is what the network set about to do. We have organized several workshops on issues
related to the thematic content of the participants’ research, and to the methodological
and analytical issues that all participants were preoccupied with. To prepare for these
workshops, the participants have written working papers and read each others’ papers,
going on to discuss them in the workshops. It was not long before we had the idea of
condensing into a book our experiences of this fruitful collective work on theoretical/
analytical issues in conjunction with thematic research issues. This is that book. The
chapters printed here have all been processed and discussed in numerous sessions
with the network participants, both at our workshops, and via email. Whether the
chapters have in these processes become more similar to each other than they would
otherwise have been is impossible to say, and perhaps not a very interesting question.
We who have written them all feel that we have benefited greatly from one another’s
comments, and that being part of a cross-disciplinary and cross-national context such
as this network has invited us to try out new ventures and cross some borders that we
might otherwise not have transcended.
The network has periodically extended its boundaries to include inspiring people
that we thought we could learn from. Thus we have had theory and analysis workshops
with Professor Margaret Wetherell of the Open University in Great Britain, and with
Professor Carol Bacchi of the University of Adelaide in Australia. And we have had text
revision workshops with several knowledgeable Nordic researchers who have read and
commented on all chapters in this book: Associate Professor Hanne Marlene Dahl of
Roskilde University in Denmark, Line Ytrehus, Researcher at the University of Bergen
in Norway, and Solveig Bergman, Director of NIKK, Nordic Institute of Women’s
Studies and Gender Research in Oslo, Norway.
We are especially pleased to thank these external contributors to the network’s joint
work. We wish that everybody had such constructively critical and generous readers!

Future Nordic equality research
This book is an example of recent developments in feminist research where gender
equality policies are scrutinised in cross-disciplinary ways, emphasizing critical
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understandings. We are convinced of the need to continue developing research in
this critical spirit.
Before we began our network co-operation many of us felt isolated in our local
research environments; thus the network meetings provided important opportunities
to discuss both empirical findings and theoretical and methodological approaches.
Since then critical equality research has expanded, but many tasks still remain, both
in developing theory, creating methodology and expanding empirical research. Our
sincere hope is that this book highlights empirical, theoretical and methodological
questions that others will be interested in dwelling on. We would like to end our
introductory chapter by stressing three tasks for future research; tasks that concern
all three spectra of research: theory, methodology and empirical focus.
Firstly, a conclusion after working with critical studies of gender equality is that there
is a need to go on developing research that scrutinises how gender equality is produced
as taken-for-granted private and political goals in different settings. It is necessary to
study and critique how concepts such as state, nation, parenthood and the Nordic are
produced in relation to the production of gender equalities. We see this as a task for
feminist theory as well as for empirical research.
Secondly, we also find it urgent to promote and expand studies of how gender and
power dimensions such as class, ethnicity/race and sexualities are constructed in policy
making on gender equality, in different contexts and in different political arenas. This
intersectional ambition is influenced by post-colonial and queer theory that emphasize
the need of an expanded analysis of power relations. Here we see the particular
importance of combining queer analysis of constructions of heteronormativities with
post-colonial scholarly work on ethnocentrism and nationalism, while focusing on
how notions of the normal are produced in different settings.
Thirdly, we call for developing comparative studies with a critical stance. Our
experience is that comparative research often suffers from a behaviourist legacy, and that
critical comparative perspectives informed by post-structural notions of knowledge still
have a long way to go. As the chapters in this book illustrate, talk about gender equality
can seem quite similar in different countries or settings but carry differing meanings
and consequences. Identical arguments may be used for supporting gender equality
as well as dismissing gender equality. To understand such contradictory results we
believe that comparative studies that treat similarities and differences in complex ways
are required. In such endeavours we also see several challenges to analyse the “Nordic
dimension”, and a need to bring agents, time and space explicitly into the analysis.
We hope that our book and our questions for the future will inspire others and
lead to new research and new questions.
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MARIA CARBIN

HONOUR RELATED VIOLENCE
The Invention of a Policy Problem in Sweden1
… [we] have no concept and no meaning available to us to name in any other way this
“thing” that has just happened, this supposed “event” (…) “Something” took place, we have
the feeling of not having seen it coming, and certain consequences undeniably follow upon the
“thing”. But this very thing, the place and meaning of this “event”, remains ineffable, like an
intuition without concept, like a unicity with no generality on the horizon or with no horizon
at all, out of range for a language that admits its powerlessness… (Derrida, 2003: 86)

An act of naming in a terrain of indecidability
Some “events” are not only referred to in a small notice in the local newspaper but
also make the national news headlines and are discussed on the sofa in front of the
TV, at work places, and in schools and universities. These “events” are constructed as
historical and unique and are seen as unpredictable and as worthy of our attention.
They might even become an object of global media interest. However “events” never
speak for themselves but need to be given meaning – to be named – in order to be
intelligible. Derrida talks about the act of naming of such extraordinary “events” and
shows the difficulties in capturing the unexpected with language.2 Sometimes words
are not enough.
In 2002, a sad event took place in Sweden that was difficult to categorise, analyse
and explain. A man killed his twenty-six-year old daughter. How could this event
be understood and named? Should available concepts (used by the Swedish media)
such as family tragedy (familjetragedi) or women killing (kvinnomord) be used? Or
should the deed be categorised as an act of a mentally ill individual? None of these
articulations could, however, capture the perceived exceptionality of the event. Firstly,
the question of ethnicity would be hidden behind these categorisations. The murderer
was an immigrant from Kurdistan – a detail that seemed to be important for the
Swedish media. Secondly, none of these articulations could describe the fact that it
was a father who killed his daughter.
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The media were quick to associate the “thing” that had just happened with two
other murders of young women that had taken place a couple of years earlier.3 In all
three cases the perpetrators were family members of the victim and were of foreign
descent, which was pointed out by the media. These murders were labelled ‘honour
killings’ and were articulated as something new to Sweden. The media portrayed the
young women as victims of a unique kind of violence and the men as patriarchal
tyrants. An intense and emotional debate erupted in the media, in which journalists,
researchers, politicians and others participated (Kamali 2004; Ekström, 2005a, 2005b;
Strand Runsten, 2006; and Larsson and Englund, 2004). Critics showed how the
vocabulary of patriarchal norms and honour stigmatised immigrants.
The murder was also classified using the first name of the victim – “the Fadime
murder” (“Fadimemordet” in Swedish). The utterance “Fadime murder” or “Fadime
killing” was used by all parties in the debate on honour killings since it allowed for openendedness in the categorisation and explanation of the event. Those who were against
labelling the event a matter of honour killing could still use the term.4 The possibility
of murders of this kind in the future could thus be referred to as “forthcoming Fadime
murders” (Kamali, 2004: 25). Fadime killing was a label signalling that language was
not enough – “a language that admits its powerlessness”, as Derrida describes it in the
quotation above. The murder not only made the national news headlines, but also had
effects on Swedish politics causing shifts in both integration policy as well as policy
against violence against women. Fadime had given a speech in the national assembly
two months before her death in 2002; she had asked for help from the Swedish police,
the media and politicians, and yet Swedish society could not assist her. This failure was
a sign that Sweden could not live up to the ideals of the good, and gender equal, society
espoused in the national discourse, but it was also seen as a threat to predominant
meanings connected with explaining men’s violence against women.
Consequently, this chapter examines the contestations around the question of how the
murder of Fadime was made intelligible in Swedish politics. More specifically, I analyse
how the event was categorised within integration policy and policy against violence
against women. That is, I trace the acts of naming and the search for explanations of the
event – how it was that certain measures were seen as legitimate at this specific moment,
and how meaning was negotiated within these two policy fields; that is to say, how it was
transformed, contested and stabilised.
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A post-structural approach to policy studies
Swedish feminist scholars have shown that the contemporary discourse of Swedish
gender equality has become hegemonic in the sense that it has excluded immigrants
and positioned the immigrant as outside of the national consensus (de los Reyes et
al., 2002; de los Reyes and Mulinari, 2004; Bredström, 2002; and Towns, 2002). The
Swedish Minister for Gender Equality even called Sweden a “champion” of gender
equality.5 Gender equality has become a marker of ethnicity constructing immigrants as
belonging to patriarchal cultures. Hegemonic projects per definition require that some
subjectivities are excluded or marginalised. Consequently, for some subject positions to
become legitimate as gender equal and free others have to be stabilised as patriarchal,
victims or oppressed (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985/2001). Certain elements that are regarded
as opposed to the common good or seen as a threat to the discourse in question are
excluded – an exclusion that Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe call social antagonism.
Yet hegemonic projects are never total and in that sense the Other can never be
fully excluded. Instead meaning is only partially fixed by hegemonic interventions.
Drawing upon post-structuralist and post-colonial theory, I will thus emphasise the
incompleteness of this hegemonic discourse of Swedish gender equality and in so doing
I will focus on the contestations of meanings. The exclusions upon which meaning is
stabilised are always threatening to destabilise the lines drawn between Us and Them;
the dominant discourse is vulnerable to, and dependent on, those forces that are
excluded in the process of political formation. This means that at the very moment that
gender equality is articulated as characteristically Swedish, this dominant discourse
will be challenged. What at a first sight might seem to be a relatively fixed discourse
can therefore also be read as contradictory and ambiguous.
Among post-colonial critiques, Homi Bhabha is probably the most significant
in showing the function of ambivalence with respect to the authority of colonial
discourses. Building upon, and at the same time criticising, the work of Edward Said
he elaborates on the concepts of mimicry and ambivalence:
The ambivalence of colonial authority repeatedly turns from mimicry – a difference
that is almost nothing but not quite – to menace – a difference that is almost total but
not quite. (Bhabha 1994/2004: 131)

According to Bhabha there is an inbuilt uncertainty to colonial discourse; the strategies
used to control the colonized people, such as education, are both effective as well as
simultaneously producing the possibilities for subversion of the colonial system. One
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could say that the desire for a reformed Other, that is almost like Us (but not quite),
and the efforts to change this Other, threatens the very definition of Us. That is, when
the Other becomes like Us, the dividing line between Us and Them gets blurred and
thus the foundation of colonial discourse becomes destabilised (Bhabha 1994/2004).
This ambivalence of the discourse can also lead to dislocations in the words of Laclau
and Mouffe (1985) and Laclau (1990). A dislocation is a destabilisation or a displacement
of discourse. Events that cannot be domesticated, symbolised or integrated within
a given discourse tend to cause instability within social orders.6 It is a disturbance
that might expose the limits of language. That is, certain “events” could threaten the
foundation upon which the hegemony rests, leading to dislocations (Torfing, 1999:
129 and Laclau, 1990). Thus, I am analysing how the “event” – the murder of Fadime
– led to a destabilisation of dominating discourses within both integration policy, as
well as policies on men’s violence against women.
In the first part of the chapter I explore integration policy, demonstrating how the
murder of Fadime lead to a dislocated integration policy. To be more precise, I illustrate
how Swedish values of gender equality became an important part of integration
policies and how honour related violence was established as a new policy problem.
In the second part of the chapter I discuss how these articulations of honour and
culture were criticised both within integration policy as well as policies against violence
against women, showing how the “event” can be read as a threat to the discourse of
the responsible and equal society as well as a destabilisation of predominant meanings
connected with explaining men’s violence against women. The structure of this chapter
partly results from dividing the debate into arguments “for” and “against” cultural
explanations for the event, although, as I will show in my analysis, these arguments are
interwoven and not totally juxtaposed. In the final part, I discuss the (im)possibilities
of resisting the dominant political discourse of honour violence and some consequences
for feminist theorising. Here I discuss the usefulness of the concept of intersectionality
for feminist theories.
I have analysed government documents, such as governmental white papers,
speeches and articles by the Minister for Integration and the Minister for Gender
Equality as well as some official government inquiries (Statens Offentliga Utredningar)
into integration and gender equality.7 Not only are the activities of government studied
but so too are those of the Swedish Integration Board and the County Administrative
Boards (Länsstyrelserna), which are responsible for government integration- and
gender equality policies, respectively. Finally, I have included some parliamentary
proposals from the opposition in my analysis. The time period for the study extends
from the late 1990s until 2007.8
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From a difference that is almost nothing,
to a difference that is almost total…
“The girl with another ethnic membership”
In 1997, the Minister for Immigration and the Minister for Gender Equality arranged
a hearing on integration and gender equality. News reporting on the killing of a
young woman with a foreign background was cited as the reason for this initiative
(Integrationsverket, 2000). The news coverage thus created a situation in which the
Swedish government had to act. After showing practically no interest in the situation
of young women with a foreign background, Swedish politicians had to make the
question of these girls a central issue.
The government gave the Swedish Integration Board and the National Board for
Youth Affairs the task of drawing up an inventory of the knowledge available on the
situation of “girls with another ethnic and cultural membership who are living under
severe conditions” (Prop. 1998/99:115: 52). Thus, at the end of the 1990s a specific group
was introduced into Swedish politics – “the girl with another ethnic and cultural
membership”. This was the starting point for ‘immigrant girls’ to be able to claim
certain rights. There was no prior authorisation for ‘immigrant girls’ to speak or no
“enabling convention” in place (Butler, 2004: 224). In this sense the efforts of the
government were to enable the girls to speak. However, this possibility of speaking
was formed within certain discourses, which I discuss in the following.
The government argued that “some girls are struck very hard by clashes that under
certain circumstances can appear when different cultures meet”. (Prop. 1998/99:115:
52) Thus, the government drew upon ideas of cultural difference. By mentioning
culture a whole repertoire of meanings already used by the Swedish media was drawn
upon, such as oppressed immigrant women and patriarchal immigrant men (Brune,
2002). Historically, by using the concept culture, the Other has been constructed
and stigmatised – either by differentiating between culture and civilisation or by
dichotomising culture into modern and primitive. Culture inhabits hierarchy in the
sense that culture has always been used to create meaning around difference and
sameness and evaluating low and high, good and bad (Young, 1995). Moreover,
culture is often seen as something natural and non-political and hence not discussed
in antagonistic terms in policy debates (Hansen, 2000: 75).
However, these cultural differences were at the time not seen as especially
important. In the first initiatives by the Swedish Integration Board the problem was
instead characterised as being similar to problems facing all young women in Swedish
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society (Integrationsverket, 2000 and Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2000). It was an articulation
that focused on similarities. The order of the explanation was first and foremost that
the situation “these girls” faced was similar to that encountered by “Swedish girls”
living in a society with gender oppression, and secondly that they lived under different
circumstances due to cultural difference. At this point in time it was government policy
to argue that culture was not a legitimate explanation for the murders. The Minister
for Integration and the Minister for Gender Equality published a joint article with
the message that nothing proves that violence against young women can be explained
by culture. Instead they claimed, in line with a structural feminist approach, that it
was a matter of men’s violence against women. The ministers furthermore argued
that cultural explanations were dangerously close to racist explanations (Sahlin and
Winberg, DN 001208).
Hence, the overarching problems facing young women with foreign backgrounds
was said to be similar to those facing all girls. However, it was a policy of sameness
against the background of arguments of cultural difference. It was a difference that was
considered to be almost nothing, but a difference nonetheless. To be precise, cultural
explanations were sometimes used to excuse or downplay the problem of violence
against women of non-Swedish background (see, for example, Eldén, 1998; Knocke,
1997). Problems facing girls with a foreign background were also seen as less serious
when they were articulated as the product of ‘generational conflicts’. The girls were not
treated as victims of violence, but as ordinary teenagers who were involved in family
rows (de los Reyes, 2003: 8).

The failure of integration – who is responsible?
In the political discussion on integration that followed the murder of Pela,9 the
Minister for Integration, Mona Sahlin, talked about a failure of integration policies.
One year after her joint article with the Minister for Gender Equality she claimed that
“we have betrayed the girls” and that “we have to find ways to force immigrant men
to accept Swedish values such as freedom and gender equality” (DN 010608). This
marks a clear policy shift from the ideals of tolerance espoused by the Social Democrat
government in the 1990s. For example, the government at that time declared that
unwritten Swedish norms should not be taught to immigrants (Borevi, 2002: 115).
Another indication of this policy shift is that the Minister for Integration was
focusing on the responsibilities of the immigrant organisations. In a statement in the
parliament she said that:
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The government and I are of the opinion that integration policy must pay even more
attention to one specific thing, namely human rights.(…) It is a matter of focusing on
how, for example, the demands on the immigrant organisations are formulated when
it comes to their responsibility to stand up for gender equality and rights. (…) It is a
matter of focusing on how projects such as that of Save the Children can be organised
to reach even more boys and men. It is a matter of focusing on how the receiving of
refugees faster can give knowledge about values in our country. (Riksdagens snabbprotokoll, 2001/2002: 56: 83).

In the quotation above “values in our country” are linked with human rights and
gender equality. This utterance represents, as I see it, a disruption of the discourse,
since arguments that involved “forcing” a change in the behaviour of immigrants
were previously more on the margins of the discourse, whereas at the beginning of
2000 these arguments momentarily formed the core of the discourse on integration.
One could say that the dislocation of the discourse of integration was partly solved
by blaming the immigrants – the immigrants themselves could thereby be held to be
responsible for the failings of Swedish society.
Furthermore, integration was temporarily articulated as a gender equality issue
instead of the traditional focus on working life (de los Reyes and Kamali, 2005: 8).
For example, the government white paper on integration (1997/98: 16) did not refer
to gender equality as an important issue; though some years later gender equality was
regarded as a major problem. Government efforts in respect of integration in 2002 are
labelled “Gender equality and respect” (Regeringskansliet, 2002). The government also
gave the Swedish Integration Board the task of looking at the funding for ethnicallybased organisations to ensure that a requirement for future funding would be that
they worked with gender equality issues. This condition for funding was not applied to
other organisations, which meant that the government differentiated between ethnic
Swedes and non-ethnic Swedes. The government thus put aside important principles
of equal treatment in this case.
One of the documents produced by the Integration Board on “integration and
gender equality” is called “The Way In”. The perceived way in for an immigrant is
thus articulated as going via gender equality. Gender equality is here seen as a matter
of values and attitudes (Magnusson, 2000). Values and attitudes that were considered
to be Swedish:
Seyran is of the opinion that all parents have to be taught democracy, gender equality
and childcare when they come to Sweden… [O]n the question of whether that isn’t a
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way of forcing Swedish values upon these people she only smiles and says that we Swedes
are always so cautious. If Fadime’s father had been conscious about Swedish values he
would have had the tools he needed to stand up against the pressure from outside, says
Seyran. (Integrationsverket, 2003: 15, my translation)

The government gave the authorities responsible for integration the task of changing
the “attitudes of immigrant boys and men” (Integrationsverket, 2002). Hence,
immigrant men were supposed to learn Swedish values such as gender equality and
thereby become integrated.10 When integration and gender equality was combined
the Integration Board described the problem as a matter of “conflicts between an
individual and her family” and the focus was on violence.
Moreover, the government initiated measures for “vulnerable girls in patriarchal
families” (Näringsdepartementet, 2002a) and thereby the category “vulnerable girl”
became another articulation of the “girl with another ethnic and cultural membership”.
The immigrant’s patriarchal family was described in an Integration Board document
as a very hierarchical entity with the father on top.11 The Swedish family was instead
said to be non-hierarchical and it was declared that every individual represents herself
before Swedish law (Integrationsverket, 2002).12
The immigrant father is thereby portrayed as a cultural being rather than as an
individual, whereas the girls, and in some cases also boys, are articulated as individuals
in conflict with their family/fathers:
How can I look my parents in the eyes and say that I want to marry a Swedish girl? I
am going to hurt my family and my relatives are going to be shocked. Ali’s parents are
expecting him to marry a Kurdish girl, whereas he has been going out with a Swedish girlfriend for a couple of years. Now he has to make a choice for life: to accept the
wishes of his family or to live in a more Swedish way. (Integrationsverket, 2003: 28,
my translation)

In the quotation above, living with a Swedish partner is articulated as a matter of
living according to Swedish norms. When, for example, a ‘Kurdish girl’ lives with
her ‘Swedish’ boyfriend and takes a stance against her family the texts portray her
as being an individual instead of a potential victim of her culture. She is no longer
seen as vulnerable, but as brave.13 Human rights, individual rights, gender equality
and Swedish values are discursively linked and articulated as opposed to family
membership, conservative values and patriarchal values. When gender equality is
articulated as having to do with values and rights it is also a part of a liberal project,
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which is articulated as standing up against conservative values.14 One could say that
this articulation differentiates between legitimate and illegitimate subjects. If you
know how to behave in a “gender equal” way you can pass as one of Us.
As the quotation above shows, girls are not the only ones to be seen as victims of
the patriarchal family, boys too can be held to be similarly affected even though they
are not regarded as vulnerable. Thereby the goal of introducing such gender equality
initiatives is partly structured around a colonial discourse to save the girls (and to some
extent also the boys) from their patriarchal fathers (Spivak, 1993).

Honour related violence – a difference that is almost total
The goal of the initiatives by the government is both to change attitudes among those
who think that the honour of a family is dependent upon the conduct of girls and
women, as well as making sure that the need for crisis shelters will be met. The initiatives
are primarily directed towards girls and young women, but boys and young men are also
considered. (Regeringskansliets faktablad. Justitiedepartementet, Ju 06.10 Maj 2006)

The expression “honour related violence” was introduced in policy documents at the
beginning of the 2000s. The search engine of the Swedish parliament recorded no
hits for the term “honour related violence” before November 2002; three years later it
received 149 hits. One could indeed speak of a discursive density of talk of honour and
violence. The first documents using the term honour violence were those mapping the
conditions for “girls with another cultural or ethnic background” (Integrationsverket,
2000 and Integrationsverket, 2002). However, at this point in time there was no
consensus about whether the term should be used or not. Yet a couple of years later
“honour related violence” became a new policy field that was merging integration and
gender equality initiatives.
In 2003, the government started a project on efforts to counteract honour
related violence that was to last for five years.15 The initiatives were directed by the
department responsible for integration policy and the money was disseminated to
the County Administrative Boards (Länsstyrelserna).16 The County Administrative
Boards were first assigned to investigate the need for crisis shelters for immigrant girls
and young women and, thereafter, they were given the task of initiating preventative
efforts – such as educating those who had “patriarchal and honour related values”
(Justitiedepartementet, 2004). This meant that within only a couple of years the policy
field on violence against women was dominated by the initiative on honour related
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violence. The explanation given for the problem focused primarily upon the question
of culture and values – not that of men’s violence against women. Thus, there was one
policy targeting men’s violence against women and another focusing upon honour
related violence, drawing a distinction between the violence committed by Swedish
men and that committed by immigrant men.
There were several questions that the County Boards had to handle when mapping
the problem of honour related violence. The first question being, of course, one of how
honour related violence was to be characterised. In one of the reports honour related
violence was defined as:
… violent acts (psychological, social or physical) that aim to maintain or establish the
honour of a group. The concept of honour is based on the belief that the honour of the
man is dependent on the behaviour of other family members. The concept of honour is
also strongly connected with sexuality and beliefs about female chastity. The subordination of women is therefore central. Honour is also connected with a collective group.
The honour of a family can be threatened if particular individuals break the rules of
the group, or if there are rumours that this could be the case. (Länsstyrelsen Uppsala
län. Hedersvåld. Insatser i Uppsala län. 2005–2006: 8, my translation)

In this definition there is no explicit reference to immigrants; nevertheless, the values
of honour and family, and in particular the link between honour and collective groups,
had already been established as non-Swedish values, which means that this articulation
indirectly singles out immigrants.
What criteria were to be used to identify “girls and boys at risk of becoming victims
of honour related violence”, which groups were to be targeted by these initiatives and
how these initiatives could be motivated were further questions. In order to be able to
initiate preventive measures some target groups had to be defined. Here, the articulation
“immigrant” is seldom used, and then only in a small number of documents. Instead
there is a process of selection going on where initiatives differentiate between groups of
immigrants. Certain groups are considered to be more focused on ‘honour’ than others:
The honour problem can be represented among families and relatives in immigrant groups
from the Middle East (Kurds, Iraqis, Lebanese, Assyrians, and Syrians, amongst others),
Northern and Eastern Africa (for example, Moroccans, Tunisians, Egyptians, Eritreans
and Somalis), but also among Pakistanis, Sikhs and Europeans (for example, Kosovo
Albanians and Roma people from different countries). (Länsstyrelsen Östergötland,
“Vad menas med hedersrelaterat våld?” www.e.lst.se/Hedersfortryck, my translation)
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Honour was thereby linked with a specific cultural way of thinking that certain
immigrant groups were said to have brought with them from their country of origin.
I would say that it is a matter of differentiating between ‘legitimate’ subjects (those who
despite having migrated to Sweden can pass as Swedes) and ‘illegitimate’ subjects (those
who do not pass as Swedes). When mapping the problem certain regions constitute,
the focus of attention and thereby these political initiatives have taken the form
of a colonial discourse in the sense described by Edward Said (1978/1993). In other
words, they constitute an Orientalist discourse that draws attention to and especially
stigmatises people from the Middle East.
There is, thus, a certain ambivalence in the mappings and documents produced by
the County Administrative Boards: On the one hand, the whole project is defined as
a matter of changing values and attitudes of the Other – since ethnic Swedes are not
supposed to be the targets. On the other hand, many of the documents declare that the
intention is not to generalise or create a division between ‘Swedes’ and ‘immigrants’.
This ambivalence is clear in statements such as:
This does not mean that those values associated with honour that lead to oppression
and violence are to be found among all families from these countries, or that all fathers
with these cultural/ethnic backgrounds are using violence against their daughters in
the name of honour (Länsstyrelsen Östergötland, 2007, my translation).

The quotation above states that not all fathers with these backgrounds use violence.
The word “values”, rather than culture, is used to explain the violence (see also Jonsson,
2004). The message is nevertheless that men with this cultural membership are more
likely to use violence since “these values” are more likely to be found in certain areas of
the world. I read this ambivalence as a hegemonic intervention establishing a message
of the kind: “we are not racists and nor are our actions intended to be discriminatory,
but we are taking this problem seriously.”17 The claim that Fadime’s murder had to do
with culture was, however, challenged within Swedish politics, as we shall see in the
following section.

Up against cultural explanations
The political initiatives and the mappings of the problem of “girls with another cultural
and ethnic background” were criticised – not only in the public debate, but also
within policies on integration. In the Integration Board a debate was in progress
between those who proposed a cultural essentialist explanation and those who wanted
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to include issues of racism instead.18 The Integration Board invited a researcher in
economic history, Paulina de los Reyes, to write a report on the issue. In the report
that followed she criticised the ways in which ‘culture’ and ‘values’ were used to
exclude immigrants and articulate them as belonging to cultural enclaves dominated
by patriarchal values, whereas Swedish society was seen as a culture of gender equality
(de los Reyes, 2003).
In 2004, the Minister for Integration made yet another change of course with
regard to the issue of how to define the problems of integration. There was an inquiry
going on regarding discrimination against immigrants led by a political scientist.
However, critics had pointed out that this investigation was mapping difference rather
than examining structural discrimination. The Minister then appointed one of these
critics, Masoud Kamali, a professor in social work, to lead a new inquiry into structural
discrimination on the basis of ethnicity (SOU 2006:79: 33–35). The inquiry came to
the conclusion that integration policies as such were contributing to the discrimination
against minorities in Sweden and recommended therefore that the Integration Board
should be shut down.
The Swedish Left Party (Vänsterpartiet) was also critical towards the policy of
“vulnerable girls in patraiachal families”. In the quotation below, Ulla Hoffman, a
member of the Swedish Left Party is saying that the discussion of culture and Swedish
values has had the effect of creating dividing lines between immigrants and Swedes:
Culture has come to be defined as baggage that immigrants carry with them to Sweden,
as a static condition determining their behaviour till the day they have sufficiently assimilated Swedish values. This picture offers a clear dividing line between immigrants
and Swedes. (Motion 2002/2003:A323 by Ulla Hoffman et al. (v), my translation)

This critique is also one of the major conclusions in the inquiry into structural
discrimination (Strand Runsten, 2006: 206). Thus, the creation of Us (Swedes) and
Them (the immigrants) was under debate in Swedish politics. However, as shown
above, the ways used to determine who was a real Swede and who was not were more
sophisticated than just defining ALL immigrants as illegitimate and non-Swedish.
When critics argued that one should not blame all immigrants they did not recognise
that the discourse is very ambiguous on this point. These policy explanations are often
very carefully constructed so as not to point a finger at all immigrants; instead they
distinguish between different groups of immigrants. Consequently, the policies offer
no “clear dividing lines”; instead they seek to find these lines, yet constantly fail to do
so. The critique must thus also be directed against this very act of sorting immigrants,
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stressing that it is not even acceptable to point a finger at one specific group, such as
the Kurds.19

Gender as an explanation
In the late 1990s “Men’s violence against women” was given priority in Swedish gender
equality policies. The Commission on Violence Against Women (SOU 1995:60) and the
Government White Paper on Violence Against Women (Prop. 1997/98:55) both marked
a shift in the ways in which violence was explained. The Commission stated that its
starting point was a woman’s experience of violence – “a woman’s perspective”. The
introduction of “a woman’s perspective” and the articulation of the political issue as
“Men’s violence against women” were path-breaking interventions in Swedish policies
on violence. Gender was thereby introduced as an explanation for violence (Wendt
Höjer, 2002). These interventions were further developed when Margareta Winberg20
was appointed Minister for Gender Equality in the late 1990s.
In these initiatives ‘immigrant women’ were articulated under the label “particularly
vulnerable women” (SOU 1995:60). In The Report of the Commission on Violence
Against Women it was stated that “they are often more vulnerable than Swedish
women” (SOU 1995:60: 349).
As we have seen, the problem of violence against immigrant women and girls was
often ignored or treated as being less serious than it actually was in the late 1990s.
However, after the murders of the young women in late 1990s as well as the murder of
Fadime in 2002, crisis centres, feminists, gender researchers and political activists had
to take a stance on the polarised debate. Thus, the issue of race/ethnicity could not be
ignored within the feminist/gender equality community. Using a discourse theoretical
vocabulary one could say that the excluded category now threatened the dominant
meanings of men’s violence against women. The question was only how the event was
to be made intelligible. Could the situation of immigrant girls be understood within
the articulation of common oppression or “from a woman’s perspective”? Violence
against immigrant girls or young immigrant women could not directly be included
within the policy field of child abuse; neither did it fit fully with policies targeted at
men’s violence against women. Thus the specific violence against young women with a
non-Swedish background did not really fit into the available explanations. One could
also say, following Derrida, that it is the powerlessness of language that is brought into
daylight here. Words are not enough to capture the situation.
The event, the murder of Fadime, caused anxiety in respect of explanations
that focused primarily or only on gender; the immediate response of many feminist
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politicians and femocrats was to argue that the situation of young immigrant women
could be understood within the overarching theory of gender oppression. Within
gender equality policies and especially within policies on violence against women,
one of the ways of explaining the situation of immigrant girls is primarily to focus on
structures – more specifically on the “gender-based power structure”.21 The party leader
of the left party, amongst others, argued that:
Fadime, who was murdered by her father because she wanted to exercise power over
her own life, was not a victim of Kurdish culture, she fell victim to an order in which
men are oppressing women. This order exists in all societies (…) [I]t is different, but
yet similar in the sense that men are superior to women. We can choose to see the differences or the similarities. (DN 020126 Schyman, my translation)

Here the similarities are underlined, as opposed to the policy initiatives stressing a
cultural difference. Power is at the centre of this analysis and cultural-essentialist
explanations such as those having to do with “their values” are criticised. The Minister
of Gender Equality, Margareta Winberg, also spoke of a general structure of gender
power and was trying to include the immigrant girl into this thesis:
… It is a structural oppression that tells us that women are inferior and that men are
superior – that the man is the norm. To live as a woman in a world where the man
is the norm isn’t easy. Added to this, to be an immigrant woman in Sweden today is
an additional challenge since you have to speak up as immigrant, and as woman. In
other words, you risk being doubly discriminated against – it is a double oppression.
When it comes to younger immigrant girls there is yet another dimension: you have
to claim your right as an immigrant, as a woman and as youth! (Winberg, 2003, my
translation)

Immigrant girls are conceived of as being victims of a triple oppression since they have
to claim their rights as immigrants, as women and as youths. The articulation “doubly
or triply oppressed” might be seen as a paradox since it is an interpellation seeking to
address a subject that it simultaneously denies. The denial of subjectivity lies in the
very separation of immigrant and woman. This sentence actually creates two positions
– immigrant and woman instead of combining them in one actual place. There is no
such thing as “being oppressed as an immigrant” or “as a woman” since it is always
intermeshed with other social divisions (Yuval-Davies, 2006: 195). “Immigrant” signals
immigrant man, and woman is discursively linked with Swedish middle class woman
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(hooks, 1982). To create a subjectivity out of these two subject positions they have to be
linked together and seen as being embodied in a person instead of treated as separate
units like Lego bits on top of each other (McClintock, 1995: 5). The immigrant woman
is thus denied a place in the discourse since her experiences as living in a gendered and
racist society are difficult to articulate. She is denied a position where she can express
how she is subjected to both sexism and racism, or gendered racism (Essed 2001), but
not necessarily the same type of sexism that white Swedish women are subject to.
It is also obvious from reading the reports of the County Boards that many of
them have been struggling not to differentiate between different sorts of violence.
For example, one of the reports refers to the inquiry into violence against women
(Kvinnofrid) and argues for a general perspective on violence that recognises that
men’s violence against women is to be found within all social groups and that it is
independent of culture, race or religion (Länsstyrelsen Västerbottens Län, 2004: 3).
Thus it is an attempt to include honour into the more general explanation of men’s
violence against women.
In order to make the situation of immigrant girls intelligible without referring to
culture, the Minister for Gender equality, Jens Orback, used the expression “degree of
patriarchy” (The Ministry of Justice and Foreign Affairs, 2004: 11). This articulation
is not compatible with calling it an issue of culture, although the articulation “degree
of patriarchy” might, in a sense, be a way of bringing culture back in. Talking about
“degrees” connotes development and fits into a colonial discourse, which sees the
Other as under-developed. Modernity is, as Bonnett has pointed out, racialised (2000).
When no other explanations are available, such as racism or other social factors, culture
seems to be the way to understand difference and “degrees of patriarchy” as a means
of articulating cultural difference.
To summarise, I would say that there is a paradox in these interventions – namely
that the very idea of sameness as such creates difference. When talking about similarities
some kind of unspoken difference is already assumed as the very starting point for
discussion. These articulations can be characterised as “add immigrant women and
stir”. That is, you add the immigrant girl to an already existing explanatory repertoire
on violence where the most important explanation is patriarchy or gender. There is
still a norm from which the immigrant girl is articulated as deviating. Talking about
sameness can therefore, against the intentions of the speaker, create the Other. Despite
the best intentions, these universal assumptions constitute the immigrant woman and
girl and they simultaneously do so as the mirror image of the Swedish woman (see, for
example, Mohanty, 1988/1999; and Spivak, 1993).
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Is intersectionality a solution?
Nordic feminist researchers have recently been discussing the value of “intersectionality”
for the analysis of different situations of power and exclusion. (See, for example, Carbin
and Tornhill, 2004; de los Reyes, 2002, 2003; de los Reyes and Mulinari, 2004; Lykke,
2003; Staunæs, 2003; Staunæs and Søndergaard, 2006). As with many other concepts
used by feminist researchers in Sweden, the concept of intersectionality has also entered
the political domain – at least via public inquiries conducted partly by researchers.
The inquiry into structural discrimination suggested that the government should
stop drawing a distinction between the violence committed by immigrant men and
that committed by ethnic Swedes (SOU 2006:79: 261). Instead the inquiry suggested
that honour related violence should be a matter of gender equality policies and that
intersectionality and a focus on racism should be the guiding line for such an approach.
However, the investigator did not offer any suggestions on how gender and racism
are to be analysed when it comes to men’s violence against women. The inquiry into
structural discrimination did not form the grounds for any governmental policies since
the new Minister for Integration, Jens Orback, seemed less interested in it. Added to
this, in September 2006 the Social Democrats lost the national elections and were
succeeded by a majority government led by the Conservatives (Moderaterna). The
newly appointed government supported the policies on honour related violence and
gave even more funding to these initiatives.22 These policies on honour related violence
thus formed a relatively broad parliamentary consensus.
Another Governmental inquiry also argued for intersectionality. In the report
from the Commission on Gender Equality (SOU 2005:66) led by Gertrud Åström
the concept of intersectionality is mentioned in the chapter on men’s violence
against women. The Commission on Gender Equality argued against an analysis of
violence in which gender is the only explanation. Instead the commission argued for
a combination of understandings; gender, class, sexuality, nationality and ethnicity
(SOU 2005:66: 408). The commission also pointed to the discussion that has been
taking place regarding honour related violence and intersectionality:
For example, the issue of honour related violence simultaneously demands two different
understandings: that the underlying mechanisms of the violence and their expressions
in many cases are the same as when it comes to violence against women in general, and
that there is a difference in how legitimate the violence is regarded within the family
and among persons standing close to the victim. This means that the situation of those
who are victims of honour related violence is more vulnerable (SOU 2005:66: 410).
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Yet this alternative understanding does not question the definition of honour related
violence. Instead it simply adds the one understanding to the other and thereby fails
to produce a complexity, as is the case – as we already have seen – with policies
against violence against women. One could, then, call this attempt to overcome the
problems of reductionism “additative intersectionality” (Yuval-Davies, 2006). The
immigrant family is nevertheless articulated as the most important problem, and
the question of how racism or race/ethnicity and stereotypical images of immigrant
women create a specific situation for non-Swedish women is left out of this articulation.
The articulations seem to be locked into the logic of sameness/difference just like the
articulations “degree of patriarchy” and “triple oppression”. The Swedish woman is
still the norm. Intersectionality can thus, in the worst case, be a way of arguing for
combining stable, non-questioned categories, instead of analysing how power works,
by naming and in different situations.23

Conclusions:
(Im)possibilities of contesting dominant meanings
In Sweden in the late 1990s and early 2000s, three young women with foreign
backgrounds were killed by their relatives. These events led to an intense news
coverage and debate in the Swedish media. The media drew upon a colonial discourse
separating Us from Them and portrayed immigrant girls as victims and immigrant
men as patriarchal despots. However, these killings also led to political changes; both
integration and gender equality policies were affected, especially by the last case in
which a young woman, Fadime, was murdered by her father. The event can be read as
causing a dislocation of the discourse of Sweden as a gender equal nation since it was
obvious that Swedish society had failed to protect her.
A new policy problem was articulated within integration policies – namely the
problem of the “girl with another cultural or ethnic membership”; and a couple of
years later the problem was articulated as honour related violence. The possibilities
that victims of violence had to obtain support from the state were affected by measures
such as the setting up of crisis centres. Some initiatives thus made it possible for
immigrant girls to claim their rights. However, while the discourse enabled girls to
claim their rights, it also narrowed and reduced the options that they had to articulate
other types of problems and other explanations of the threat and control coming from
men. Racism or other social dimensions were barely discussed as parts of the problem
facing immigrant girls and women. Instead, the patriarchal/immigrant family was
itself regarded as racist, in the sense that it was seen to forbid daughters and sons
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from having ‘Swedish’ partners. The immigrant family was thus constituted as having
inbuilt defects which required certain kinds of intervention and surveillance. Demands
on immigrants to assimilate were reflected in integration policies and gender equality
temporarily became an important issue of integration. Furthermore, honour related
violence, was articulated as a specific form of violence perpetrated by immigrants from
certain regions of the world and was separated from men’s violence against women
in general.
The event – “the murder of Fadime” – thus caused a dislocation that turned the
discourse of integration from the idea of a reformed Other, “a difference that is almost
nothing, but not quite”, into a threatening Other – “a difference that is almost total”
(Bhabha, 1994/2003: 131). In a sense, I would argue that this dislocation and the rapid
transformations of meanings following upon the event shows how thin the line is
between, in the words of Bhabha, mimicry and menace. The “little difference” can
quickly become perceived as a “total difference”. The call for assimilation and the
rejection of difference evident in Swedish policies seems to be inherent in the discourse
of tolerance and multiculturalism as well.
When it comes to the policies against men’s violence against women, gender
formed the overarching explanation and immigrant girls were seen to be oppressed
just as all women within a gender based power structure were. At the same time as
critique is directed towards cultural arguments, the notion of ‘women’ as a homogenous
category was reinstated. When talking about the problem as the same problem facing
all women, ‘immigrant women’ were articulated as doubly or triply oppressed, which
means that the very articulation of sameness was creating the immigrant girl as the
Other. The white, middle class heterosexual woman was the standard against which
everything was measured.
This either means that political initiatives targeted at girls and women who are
victims of violence are articulated as an issue of cultural or geographical differences,
stigmatising certain groups, or that such violence is treated as a question of structural
oppression of women, in which race/ethnicity as a site of power is not discussed. It
seems to be either/or. How is it possible to break out of these two seemingly opposed
poles? How are dominant meanings to be resisted?
Both within gender equality policies as well as within integration policies a
forceful critique against cultural explanations was heard – a critique that pointed
to the problems associated with attempts to separate honour related violence from
the wider issue of men’s violence against women. The arguments against culture did
not, however, manage to create a new hegemony. Nevertheless, the critical arguments
against cultural explanations did offer an ‘anti-agenda’ that, among other things,
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introduced ‘intersectionality’ as a solution to the problem. However, the concept of
intersectionality seems to be more problematic when it is used in such a way that
already given and taken-for-granted categories are combined – as, for example, when
fixed ideas about culture (such as the notion of cultures obsessed with honour) are
combined with the idea of patriarchy. Another potential problem with intersectionality
is that it may offer an easy way out in the sense of providing cover to “business as usual”
within feminist research and policies (Carbin and Tornhill, 2003). I think that one has
to be careful to ensure that intersectionality does not become a new totalising theory
of identity. Hence, one must be open to the possibility of differences that are reducible
neither to culture, nor to gender, nor to any other attempt to stabilise explanations
and reduce them to a single category for that matter. I would argue that the least we
can do is to be vigilant in the face of static solutions, and to try to understand how the
very naming and articulation of the problem as “honour related violence” has itself
become a problem. That is, we should start with questioning the very discourse that has
made it so difficult to speak of problems of violence against non-white or immigrant
Swedish women, a discourse that has forced us into these seemingly irresolvable poles
of argumentation.

Notes
1. Many thanks to Eric Carlsson, Charlotte Fridolfsson, Katharina Tollin and Line Alice
Ytrehus for comments on an earlier draft.
2. Here Jacques Derrida is discussing September 11 as an example of an event that was seen
as historical and unique, however difficult it was to categorize: was it an act of “international
terrorism” and how should it be labelled? (Derrida, 2003: 86).
3. In 1996, a girl (Sara) was killed by her cousin and brother, and in 1999, a young woman
(Pela) from Stockholm was killed by her uncles in Kurdistan.
4. See, for example, Mulinari, 2004: 78, who talks about “Fadimemordet” in an otherwise
critical essay on the debate. All parties in the debate also used Fadime to support their own
agendas, according to Simon Ekström (Ekström, 2005b). However, using the first name of
a woman and not her family name also signals that she has no belonging – she becomes an
individual separated from her family. See Strand Runsten (2006: 200) for a discussion on
the media coverage of the murder. Despite the risk of reproducing these gendered patterns of
representations I will not use the family name in order to grant at least some anonymity to the
relatives and family of Fadime.
5. Ulrika Messing, the Minister for Gender Equality in the late 1990s, called Sweden a
champion of gender equality (Messing, 1998).
6. One could also say that an event can only become an event if it is made intelligible through
language. That is, at the same time as the “thing” that happens is articulated it becomes an event.
See Fridolfsson, 2006: 24, for a more detailed discussion.
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7. At least two of these inquiries did not result in any major political initiatives by the
government. The investigations into structural discrimination led by Masoud Kamali (SOU
2006:79) and into men’s violence against women (Kvinnofrid) led by Åsa Eldén (SOU 2004:121)
did not receive a very warm welcome since, in the meantime, the prime minister had appointed
new ministers who were not that interested in the results. However marginal in that sense, I
regard these inquiries as important since they represent very clear explanatory repertoires – an
anti-racist and a radical feminist repertoire.
8. I have chosen some examples from the material and do not claim to have covered everything
in both policy fields.
9. A 19-year-old Swedish woman who was killed by male relatives on a trip to Kurdistan in
1999.
10. Officially recognised immigrant organisations can apply for funding from the state for
projects that are said to promote integration. After 2002, the funding of gender equality was
seen as important. Ahead of 2004, the Board discussed the first draft of the governmental
steering document, which stated that “values” and “gender equality” were prioritised areas.
However, some of the employees on the Board questioned this focus, and reference to “antiracist initiatives” was added as yet another priority area (Interview with former employee on
the Integration Board).
11. See for example, Integrationsverket, 2002.
12. The law seems to be inseparable from “the Swedish way of living” in this case (see Brune,
2004).
13. According to the media, Fadime had a Swedish boyfriend.
14. Thanks to Katharina Tollin for pointing this out to me.
15. The cost was 180 million Swedish crowns.
16. There are 21 County Administrative Boards and, among other things, they are responsible
for government policies on gender equality.
17. See, for example, Wetherell and Potter (1992) for a discussion of how racist discourses
function.
18. I was told in an interview with a former employee of the Integration Board that a group
of people were trying to raise “racism” as an issue.
19. See Carbin et al. (2004) for a discussion of the discourse on discrimination.
20. She was a former head of the Women’s Section of the Social Democrats.
21. There are, of course, other ways of explaining to be found in this political field. I have,
however, chosen to focus on these representations since they form a clear agenda that was at the
centre of the policy formulations when Fadime was killed.
22. Interestingly, the new government decided to close down the Integration Board, but on
other grounds than those proposed by the inquiry into structural discrimination. They gave yet
another 20 million crowns to counteract honour related violence in 2007 (Regeringskansliet.
Näringsdepartementet. Faktablad om budgetpropositionen, 2007).
23. Some of the Local County Administrative Boards have argued that culture and gender
power should be combined when explaining honour related violence.
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IN THE LAND OF EQUALITY?
Gender Equality and the Construction of Finnish
and French Political Communities
in the Parliamentary Debates of Finland and France

In February 1995, President Martti Ahtisaari promulgated a new law on gender equality
in Finland, consisting of a quota regulation concerning public preparatory bodies at
national and local levels. Five years later, his French colleague Jacques Chirac gave
his assent to the amendment of the electoral law regulating the proportion of men
and women on electoral lists.1 With these pieces of legislation, Finland and France
joined a growing number of countries applying some sort of gender quota in political
decision-making.2
In both Finland and France, the processes leading to the adoption of the quota or
parité3 provisions were far from unanimous and there were heated and polarised debates
both in and outside parliaments on the necessity of quotas. Apart from the measures
appropriate to promote gender equality in politics, these debates dealt with the overall
principles and functioning of the Finnish and the French political systems. Different
interpretations of gender equality, political representation and politics in general were
put forth in this context.
This article focuses on the parliamentary debates in Finland and France preceding
the adoption of provisions on gender balance in political decision-making.4 It looks
at both the argumentative and constitutive functions of the debates by analysing
the argumentation for positive action measures and the ways in which the problem
of gender equality was constituted. The specific aim of the article is to look at the
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intertwinement of the argumentation for equality and the construction on the Finnish
and French political community, especially in terms of nationhood and nationality.
In the analysis, nationality is regarded as a dynamic process producing a sense
of community, but also generating differences and exclusions (Gordon et al., 2002:
11). Following Stuart Hall, national cultures are not stable and uniform entities,
but discursive practices that represent national community as homogeneous. These
discursive practices also produce ideas of national community as a site of identification
and the construction of “we” (Hall, 1999: 47, 54).
In the parliamentary debates on equality, discourses of nationality and national
political community served as an important basis of the argumentation for equality,
building consensus among speakers (cf. Lempiäinen, 2002: 21). From this perspective,
I will focus on the argumentation of Members of Parliament defending the positive
action measures in Finland and France and the ways in which they sought to build
consensus in the parliamentary debates. Three dimensions of nation building are
analysed: cross-national comparisons as a way of constructing national specificity,
gender equality as a means to develop the political system, and, finally, the constitution
of gendered subjects. This kind of analysis makes room for reflection on the ways
in which normative understandings of gender equality and (national) political
community draw the limits of the imaginable and the possible in equality politics in
different contexts.
Even if the focus is on consensus-building and homogeneity, I will also pay
attention to the ways in which contradictions and conflicts entered the discussions. In
this way, both uniformity and heterogeneity are analysed: the normative assumptions
that all speakers agreed on as well as conflicting interpretations of gender equality and
the Finnish and the French political communities (see Magnusson, 2000). With diver
ging interpretations of gender equality, the boundaries of Finnishness and Frenchness
were also contested.
In this context, different legitimation strategies put forth by the Finnish and French
MPs are not regarded as descriptive accounts of gender equality, but political practices
presenting alternatives on how to proceed and to act. The emphasis on the action
orientation of discourses directs attention both to the effects of discursive practices
and the use of discourses for different ends (Bacchi, 1999: 2, 45–46; Wetherell and
Potter, 1992: 90–93). The ways in which legislators construct gender equality as a
political problem do matter, since different representations of equality put forth in
a central arena of democratic decision-making contain proposals on how to bring
about political change and who is considered responsible for making things happen
(see Bacchi, 1999: 1–2).
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Furthermore, this perspective does not regard representative democracy to be
only a form of government (Squires, 2000: 216). Political representation is not about
representing existing and clearly defined interests and identities. Rather, it works to
constitute the political subjects to be represented and to be included in the national
political community (Pulkkinen, 2003; Rosanvallon, 1998). Hence, the focus is also on
political representation as productive of law, but also of subjects and power relations,
inclusions and exclusions.

Quotas and parity: comparing Finland and France
Why, then, is it interesting and useful to compare Finland and France, especially
in a contribution to an anthology on Nordic discourses on gender equality? The
reasons are based on both similarities and differences between France and Finland
or to a larger extent, between France and the North. The political participation of
women has followed quite different trajectories in France and the Nordic countries: in
France the representation of women in elected political bodies has been exceptionally
low, especially in the national parliament (in 1997, 10% and 2002, 12%). The Nordic
countries, by contrast, have had relatively high numbers of women in political decisionmaking bodies, especially since the 1980s, ranging currently from 33% in the Icelandic
Parliament to 47% in the Swedish Parliament.5
These differences are intertwined with divergences in the conceptions of citizenship
in France and the Nordic region: in France, the republican conception of citizenship
with a strong emphasis on the abstract universal citizen and political participation has
been combined with the exclusion of women from the political sphere (Siim, 2000;
Scott, 1996; Rosanvallon, 1992). In the Nordic countries, by contrast, there has been a
strong link between the social and political aspects of citizenship, emphasising both the
importance of welfare state structures to women and women’s extensive participation
in politics (Anttonen, 1997; Skjeie and Siim, 2000; Hernes, 1987).
However, since the 1980s, we can observe converging features in both equality
politics and women’s political participation in Finland and France. Both countries have
been influenced by supranational gender equality policies, such as the conventions of
the United Nations and the measures developed in the EU and the Council of Europe.
These policies have paved the way for a new conceptualisation of gender equality:
the classic liberal notion of equality of opportunities has given way to the objective
of guaranteeing equality of results by active equality policies, such as numerical
quotas (Dahlerup, 1998: 95, also Nousiainen and Pylkkänen, 2001: 223, 238–239).
Furthermore, both in Finland and France the role of cross-party women’s networks
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as well as state-oriented feminism have strengthened and the new quota provisions
have increased women’s political representation, especially at the local level (Bergman,
2002; Raevaara, 2005a; Lépinard, 2004).6
Despite these converging features, Finland and France have also differed in the
ways in which international equality politics and the transnational vocabulary of
gender equality have been deployed at the national level. In the French case, the
CEDAW convention that introduced the idea of positive action measures to combat
women’s discrimination was not extensively used in the argumentation for legislative
measures (Bereni and Lépinard, 2004). As I will show, in the context of the rhetoric
of republican universalism in France, the idea of positive discrimination even served
as a negative “other” in the parity debate. Instead, the parity movement had from the
beginning strong links to European equality policies. Movement activities as well as
the argumentation for parité were inspired in particular by the Council of Europe and
its policies to further gender equality and genuine democracy in Europe.
In Finland, by contrast, the quota debate was to a much larger extent influenced
by the framework of positive action perspectives of the CEDAW Convention. The
ratification of CEDAW by Finland in 1986 provided an important backup for Finnish
advocates of quotas as well as for active equality politics more generally. Discussions of
parity democracy never gained ground in Finland,7 a fact that in turn contributed to
the lack of discussion about the interconnectedness of gender equality and democracy.
Consequently, international conventions and equality policies had a significant impact
on the legislative processes in both countries, but they were adapted differently in
Finnish and French settings.
These differences and similarities between Finland and France create space in
which to reflect on the importance of contextual factors in the formulation of equality
policies and on the difficulties in transferring concepts and policies between different
contexts: How is it possible to argue and act for equality in different countries? How
do the dominant conceptualisations of citizenship and gender equality define the
limits of what can be said? And in which ways do the debates on equality transform
“Finnish” and “French” perspectives on gender equality, political representation and
citizenship?

Gender equality and the construction
of (national) political communities
The “discursive doors” by which the demands for quotas and parity entered the Finnish
and French political arenas differed from each other (see Giraud and Jenson, 2001:
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73): in Finland, the debate on quotas was tightly intertwined with an emphasis on the
competence of political actors – especially women. Furthermore, the specific area of
application of the Finnish quota law – the preparatory and advisory bodies at state and
municipal level – connected the discussion to ongoing debates on the transformation
of local governance and the reform of public policies. The discourse of competence
can also be found in France, but in the French context the dominant framing of the
debate was built around the relationship between gender equality and the development
of French democracy. For the opponents of parity legislation, the new law represented
a striking violation of republican principles. The proponents of quotas and parity
struggled to question the choice between republicanism and parity, but they also used
republicanism to argue their cause.
However, there are also interesting similarities between the countries in the ways
in which gender equality was intertwined with the construction of national specificity
and a wider project of developing the political systems in Finland and France.
Between “us” and “the others”: comparisons and consensus building
The intertwinement of the argumentation for gender equality and the construction of
nationality was perhaps most visible in comparative and contrastive perspectives utilised
in the debates on parity and quotas. Conceptions of Finnishness and Frenchness were
produced in relation to other political and gender cultures. Comparisons were made
with the help of different counter models as well as by assessing Finland and France in
relation to other countries in the “international equality contest”. These comparisons
are also examples of the construction of national community as a relational process,
that is, examples of the way in which the national “we” is produced in relation to other
nationalities but also in relation to the international community (Keränen, 1998: 10).
In France, the opponents of parity criticised the new electoral law of introducing
American affirmative action measures, that is, quotas, into the French democratic
system. Parity was seen as bringing foreign elements into the French way of promoting
equality. In this way, a choice between different kinds of equality policies involved
a choice between Frenchness and non-Frenchness (see Scott, 1997; Mathy, 2003).
However, the advocates of parity also participated in the construction of this national
specificity by emphasising the difference between parity and quotas. Parity was regarded
as a French innovation based on different philosophical and political premises than
quotas. To quote a female MP from the Green Party: “We should also remember that
parity means, as the law proposal proclaims, 50-50 division because women constitute
half of humanity. Parity is not a quota, nor an advantage, positive discrimination, as
it is said, concerning a category”. From this perspective, the new electoral law did not
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contribute to the Americanisation of France, but to the construction of a genuine
French democracy.
In Finland, specific Finnish features of gender equality were also constructed
against other, negatively defined actors and means in the promotion of gender equality,
although these were not conceptualised in terms of other specific nationalities. For
both advocates and adversaries of quotas, it was feminism and feminists that served as
a counter model for Finnish equality. In contrast to the Finnish, consensus-oriented
way of promoting equality, feminism was seen as a separatist activity designed to
exclusively further women’s interests. Feminism endangered the peaceful progress
towards the achievement of gender equality, based on the harmonious co-operation
of women and men. A female advocate of quotas representing the right-wing National
Coalition Party defined gender equality and feminism in the following way: “All in
all, gender equality is distinct from an ultra feminist way of placing women above
men. The question is about equality of opportunities and about the possibility to make
choices. One promotes the common goal of men and women to improve their quality
of life by equal participation, not by confrontation.”
In both Finland and France, comparisons with other countries were also used in the
sense of measuring the uniqueness and excellence of the Finnish and French political
systems in the achievement of gender equality. For French proponents of the new law,
the addition of parity to the legislation would transform the negative exceptionality of
the country, then manifested in a low proportion of women in representative political
bodies, to a positive one. Being the birthplace of human rights, France could use the
new law to demonstrate that it is also a model country of gender equality that others
can follow:
France is, as we have all pointed out, currently in the second from last position in the
European Union [with regard to the political representation of women, ER]. Hence
this law should not only be one measure among others, but a strong gesture for European women as a whole. And our objective is not simply to catch up with the others,
but to become a real model of equality for all. We should not only be the country of
human rights, but also the country of equality between women and men. Others have
expectations of us, and as you said Ms. Secretary of State, there are expectations and
we are observed. (A female MP from the Socialist Party)

These kinds of discursive strategies deployed the cultural constructions of French
democracy as simultaneously exceptional and universal to legitimate measures for
gender equality (see the discussion of “French exceptionality” in e.g. Birnbaum, 2001;
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Sadoun, 2000: 9–17). From this perspective, the law on parity could reinstate the
status of France as a model for other countries, a status originally gained by the French
Revolution and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Furthermore,
the idea of the exceptionality of France was strengthened in the double meaning of
the word: in the low proportion of women in politics and in the original character of
the law on parity. However, history proceeded towards the perfection of both French
democracy and gender equality, towards the positive exceptionality.
Similarly, the method of comparison was also in use in the Finnish parliamentary
debate. However, the advocates of quotas in Finland constructed a collective “we” that
was at the same time national and regional. The MPs often referred to the approaching
entry of Finland into the European Union, but the main reference group for Finland
in the promotion of equality was the other Nordic countries. The proponents of
quotas compared Finland in particular with Norway and Denmark, where quotas
were already applied, and these two countries were used as models for successful
equality policies.
In its simplest form, the comparison with other Nordic countries was done in the
form of an international “beauty contest” of equality, where Finland struggled to beat
its Nordic sisters. This kind of comparison helped to build the national spirit and unity
in the debate: if successful in the promotion of gender equality in politics, Finland
could show its excellence among nations. However, the North was also constructed
as a regional and cultural entity that was especially advanced in gender equality issues
compared to other countries. For the advocates of strict positive action measures, quotas
were part of the Nordic tradition of promoting equality. By introducing legislative
quotas, Finland would finally become a real member of the Nordic community – the
pioneer of gender equality.
A female MP from the Left Alliance constructed in a quite explicit way a Nordic
community of gender equality in contrast to “foreign” countries. However, for the
ardent defender of quotas, the Nordic paradise was not yet complete:
During the parliamentary term, this is the third time we are amending the Equality
Act. Last year, the Nordic Council of Ministers published a book entitled “The North,
a Paradise for Women?” We can certainly claim that we Nordic women are in many
ways in a better situation than our foreign sisters. We have a long tradition of active
participation in many sectors of society and in working life, but this is by no means a
sign that there are not still things to be done.
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Harmoniously together: gender equality and the construction of national unity
In both countries the promotion of gender equality in political decision-making was
conceptualised in the framework of developing the French and the Finnish political
systems and societies as a whole. The balanced participation of women and men
benefited all the members of the political community, and the achievement of equality
through the peaceful co-operation of everybody was achievable in the near future.
According to a Finnish female MP from the Left Alliance, Finnish society as a
whole profited by the promotion of gender equality:
The accelerated process of gender equality is for the benefit of the whole of society, of
both women and men. Why shouldn’t we do something that is for the benefit of all?
Furthermore, I would like to emphasise that women are needed in the municipal and
state preparatory bodies. Women are needed in top positions particularly because their
experiences, knowledge and skills are needed. As we all know, even today men are in
leading positions and many things just go all wrong.

Furthermore, in the Finnish case this emphasis on gender equality as a means to promote
the common good was intertwined with the conceptualisation of politics as an activity
based on competence and expertise. This kind of framing of the debate was so strong
that the MPs had to take a stand on it in one way or another in their argumentation.
From this perspective, the best way to develop the Finnish political system was to ensure
the competence of political actors. The advocates of quotas used the frame by referring
to the higher level of education of Finnish women compared to their male compatriots.
Consequently, quotas ensured the quality of political decision-making by bringing more
women into politics. Women were regarded as a pool of talent, as a resource to be used
for the good of society. It was the larger community that would lose if women’s resources
were not brought in.
Gender equality in political decision-making was thus constituted as a national
project, based on the high level of education among citizens. This way of arguing
gained its force from the cultural understanding of education as a central vehicle for
the development of Finnish society. However, the advocates of quotas also emphasised
in other ways the beneficial effects of quotas for Finnish society. The quotas were not a
threat to the Finnish gender system which was based on the harmonious relationship
between men and women and their co-operation both in working life and in the
political arena. The objective of quotas was not only to further women’s access to
politics but also to promote the balanced participation of both women and men. In
the future, quotas would also help men to get their fair share of seats in preparatory
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committees. Hence, quotas would promote – rather than jeopardise – the natural
cohesion of the Finnish nation.
The emphasis on both the expertise of women and the co-operation between the
sexes constructed a heterosexual matrix for the Finnish political community (see
the chapter by Maria Törnqvist). Politics was constituted as a play of two, where
women and men contributed in their specific way to the well-being of the couple
and at the same time, to the well-being of the nation. In this extract of a speech by
a female MP from the Centre Party, the heterosexual couple – and at the same time
heteronormativity – is exceptionally visible:
What do we aim for with quotas? The objective is to prevent the situation in which
the expertise, the perspectives and decision-making in general become biased and monopolized by some persons only. Diversity also leads to a growing credibility of and
confidence in the society. Furthermore, I also consider their impact on homes very important, when it is understood that parents can also occupy non-traditional positions
of trust, the father can attend the committee of social affairs and the mother can be a
member of the committee of technical affairs.

This image of the Finnish political community was also connected to a specific
conception of temporality, based on the provisional nature of quotas: in the future,
Finnish society – as well as Finnish men and women – would reach the stage where no
quotas were needed. This progress-oriented story presented a vision of a “wonderland”
of gender equality in which nobody practised discrimination and no inequality was
reproduced. This story represented equality as a stable state of affairs without any need
for human intervention.
By using the frame of competence, the Finnish advocates of quotas constituted an
effective response to the main critique of numerical positive action measures which
claimed that quotas would undermine competence and merit as the main criteria for
political recruitment. From this perspective, quotas were not a threat to the rules of
the game of the Finnish political system. At the same time, the proponents of quotas
appealed to the shared understanding of women’s high level of education as an issue of
national pride and a sign of the advancement of Finland in the field of gender equality.
In the French parliamentary debate we find similar consensus-building strategies
grounded in the idea of equality as a means to further the common good. However,
in contrast to the Finnish case, the representation of women was discussed primarily
from a perspective that emphasises the functioning and legitimacy of the democratic
system. The main question was how different measures to promote equality affected
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the principles of political representation and the relationship between decision-makers
and citizens. For the advocates of parity, the balanced participation of men and women
was the essential criterion for the achievement of real democracy.
A female MP from the right-wing party Démocratie Libérale argues for the
introduction of equality provisions into the electoral law by linking the advancement
of women’s position to the development of the French democratic system:
The future of women has never been a mere matter of form: on the contrary, it is in the
heart of evolution of the whole society. And if we finally want to rehabilitate politics,
to renew its spirit and to adapt it to the realities of our time, obviously, this kind of
future can be achieved by the new role women play in this country and by a new, more
participatory, political culture.

In this way, the proponents of parity constructed inequality between the sexes not only
as a woman question, but also as a source of dysfunction within the French democratic
system. Gender equality was conceptualised in the framework of “we”, as a question
concerning the fate of “our national democracy”. As in Finland, temporal dimensions
played an important role in the argumentation: parity marked the beginning of a new
era in the development of French democracy, and the adoption of the law was a sign
of its ability to progress towards perfection.8
The strong emphasis on the intertwinement of democracy and gender equality
in the French parliamentary debate should be analysed from the perspective of the
critique parity evoked in France in the 1990s, both inside and outside the parliament.
One of the main arguments of the adversaries of parity was that it was not compatible
with French republicanism and especially with the principle of universalism that
guaranteed equality to all citizens before the law, regardless of their sex, social or ethnic
background. According to this criticism, parity would lead to the division of political
representation on the basis of different categories of citizens and, consequently, to the
disintegration of the whole nation (e.g. Badinter, 1996; Julliard, 1999; Sallenave, 1997: 65).
In this context, the proponents of the new law sought to reformulate, or at least to
reverse, the formulation of the antiparitaires who claimed that the choice was to be made
between parity and French republicanism – and at the same time between patriotism
and anti-patriotism. In the same manner as most of the paritaires, the MPs defending
the law, did not reject universalism as such, but criticised the “false universalism” that
had throughout history excluded women from the political sphere (see Scott, 1997, 11).
Furthermore, the advocates of the law expressed their support for French republicanism,
but in the form of reforming it and putting it into practice. In this context, parity
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became primarily an instrument to advance equality and the other republican principles
(see also Sgier, 2001: 20–21). By reformulating the relationship between parity and
republicanism, pro-parity MPs interpreted the reluctance to use concrete measures to
promote gender equality as opposition to attempts to advance the legitimacy of the
French democratic system itself. As a male MP from the Socialist Party proclaims:
Republican universalism is an essential value, a magnificent abstraction, a wonderful
hypothesis, a founding incantation. But this wonderful republican theory remains in
principle timeless. It does not take into account reality, the weight of norms and the
power of social constraints. Because we have to understand the real to proceed towards
the ideal, we end up with this terrible conclusion: equality is not feasible if the law
does not impose it!

Despite the efforts to reformulate the relationship between republicanism and gender
equality, it proved very difficult in the French context to argue for women’s political
representation from the point of view of women’s specific interests. Also in the
parliamentary debate, MPs defending the electoral law avoided referring to women as a
separate group of political representation, or as representatives of their own sex. Instead,
they sought to frame the question differently by referring to women as “the other half
of humanity” and by emphasising that women had the right to represent the nation on
this basis. This justice-based argumentation was combined with a focus on women’s
specific contribution to political decision-making. Furthermore, the advocates of parity
participated in strengthening the common understanding of French democracy as
inherently “mixed” (mixte) in gender terms, as a political system based on the cooperation of men and women. Hence, the heteronormative understanding of political
community also structured the French debate in a significant manner.
Where have all the men gone? Invisible men and multiple women
in the argumentation for equality
Specific features of Finnish and French political communities and gender systems were
also produced in the discourse by gaps and silences with regard to gendered subjects.
In this respect, particularly the ways in which men were constituted as subjects and
as a group further contributed to the consensus orientation of both the Finnish and
French debates.
In a study of gender politics in Sweden, the political scientist Maud Eduards
has asked whether “men exist” (Eduards, 2002). The question concerning men as a
political category is also relevant for the study of the parliamentary debates in Finland
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and France. In both countries, we find men as partners to women in the promotion
of equality, and in Finland also as future beneficiaries of quota provisions. In France,
the critics of parity also portrayed men as potential victims of unfair treatment when
the new electoral law forced them to vacate their political positions.
By contrast, men were almost non-existent when the discussion turned to
discrimination and the reasons for the under-representation of women in political
decision-making. Both in Finland and France, we can find MPs who constructed
women as objects of discrimination or as political actors in a subordinate position.
However, the question of who was responsible for discrimination was rarely dealt with
in this connection, and men as active subjects did not appear on the scene. Hence,
it was possible to constitute women as a subordinate group without naming men as
a group in a superior position (Maria Jansson, cited in Eduards, 2002: 157). In this
respect, the analysis of power in the promotion of equality and in the transformation
of gender relations did not play a significant role in the discussion.
However, in both countries there are ambivalences and contradictions in the
construction of gendered political subjectivities. Even if in Finland the competent
woman dominated the political scene, divergent interpretations were put forth with
regard to her role in the promotion of equality. For the opponents of quotas, the
responsibility was placed on the competent woman, a classical liberal subject, whose
action – or non-action – was the main cause affecting women’s position in politics. For
the proponents of quotas by contrast, attention was shifted to the unequal conditions
the competent woman had to face when she sought to find her place in politics.
A female proponent of quotas from the Finnish Social Democratic Party describes
barriers to the access of women in preparatory bodies in the following way:
When presenting candidates and electing and nominating them, these male dominated
collegial bodies and societies usually and as a rule choose a man. In this way, committees,
working groups and boards become male dominated. Only exceptionally and when
equipped with extremely specific merits are women able to break through these male
dominated groups and this kind of selection process and get nominated to a post at the
highest echelons of a company or state administration.

As seen in the extract, one also finds in this context collective male subjects who
actively impeded the access of women to decision-making bodies. These subjects,
frequently named as “old boys’ networks”, were constituted as adversaries to the
competent woman. Interestingly enough, in this case the opposition between women
and men was also diluted by constituting these networks as enemies of the Finnish
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political system on the whole or by pointing to the role of women in supporting these
kinds of structures.
Also in the French case, multiple and contradictory female subjectivities were
constructed. In the discourse of the adversaries of legislative measures, the emphasis
on the freedom of action – without legislative constraints – was combined with the
archetype of a tenacious woman, fighting her way through the barriers to political
decision-making. In both countries, the opposite of the competent and tenacious
female figure was “the quota-woman”, who was condemned to carry a heavy
psychological stigma of shame. In contrast to her active sister, this kind of female
subject had no possibilities for action.
In the following extract, a male MP from a French right-wing party – the RPR
– deplores the law proposal and emphasises the tenacity of women as the basis for
gender equality:
The access of women to elected and political posts would be more meritorious, if it were
the result of women’s perseverance. Their determination to gain the same rights as men
has made it possible for them to advance the notion of parity.

This kind of perspective contrasts with another, marginal discourse in the French
debate that constructed the problem of gender equality in politics from the point of
view of discrimination against women. In this framework, the parity law was regarded
first and foremost as a tool to redress past injustice. A female MP from the Communist
Party refers to the discrepancy between the glorification of female symbols in France
and the actual situation of women in French society:
Although Arthur Rimbaud praised the hands of Jeanne Marie which “sing the song of
Marseillaises”, although Louis Aragon affirmed “that the woman is the future of the
man”, although in July 1919, France named Marianne, a simple woman, as the symbol
of the Republic, the fact is that the panorama opening in front of us shows that women
still carry the marks of slavery of many centuries. What a strange society that lives from
a bust of woman but has striven since the beginning of time to confine the women of
flesh and blood to the status of half-citizens!

Gender equality and the national: problematising the linkage
The parliamentary proceedings of the parity law in France and the quota regulations
in Finland marked the final point of long debates on the use of legislative measures to
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enhance gender equality in political decision-making. Especially for the proponents
of the law proposals, it was important to build consensus among the MPs and to show
the beneficial effects of equality legislation on the whole nation. The parliamentarians
deployed the available framings of “competence” and “democracy” to construct gender
equality as a political problem and to legitimate the use of legislative measures.9
However, the emphasis on the strategic use of framings shifts attention from the
constitutive power of discourses and their effects on the ways in which we can imagine
and promote gender equality. Apart from the concrete outcome of equality law, the
parliamentary debates in Finland and France also consolidated specific linkages
between gender equality, citizenship and the national. Through these linkages,
gender equality was conceptualised in the context of belonging and participating in
the national (political) community (see Komulainen, 2002: 9).
Counter models and comparisons as discursive tools
Counter models, “other” gender cultures or modes of advancing women’s status were
efficiently used in both countries to define specific national features in the promotion
of gender equality. In France, “the Anglo-American gender model” and in Finland
feminism served as the negative other, and as such they were seen as a threat to the
French and Finnish ways of organising gender relations. These contrastive perspectives
diverted attention from the resistance the promotion of equality might provoke in the
national political arena or from the conflicts that might arise when gender balance
in decision-making was sought. Also, questions of agency remained unanswered:
who were the actors in the process, how were they involved in the reproduction of
discrimination and, finally, who had the responsibility for promoting equality?
Moreover, with the help of international comparisons, Finnish and French gender
cultures were defined through emphasising national and regional specificity. Neither
Finland nor France wanted to lag behind other countries in the promotion of equality,
but this was combined with specific processes in the respective countries: in France,
the achievement of equality would also strengthen the originality of France as a model
of equality and democracy; in Finland, the adoption of quotas would pave the way for
this country to become a part of the model region of equality, the North.
In both the French and Finnish parliamentary debates, several perspectives of
comparison were in use. First, by comparing Finland and France to other countries, it
was possible to construct national specificity and, at the same time, to build national
consensus on equality policies. However, in Finland and France the promotion of
equality at the national level was also constituted as a part of transnational equality
policies: both countries were assessed on the basis of transnational criteria and in this
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framework the countries should strive to fulfil the expectations of the international
community (see Kettunen, 2001).10 In this way, the construction of specificity and
similarity among nations was tightly intertwined in the debates, and both were used
to argue for quotas and parity.
Gender equality: serving our greater national cause?
In both the Finnish and French debates, the promotion of equality was also constructed
as a project in which the main beneficiary was the society or the nation as a whole, not
individual women or men. Gender equality was about the development of the French
political system or the Finnish society – rather than changing the power relations
between men and women.
Furthermore, in the case of Finland the emphasis on competence gave even more
weight to the consensus-oriented interpretation of politics. Political decision-making
was about the competence and expertise of political agents, not about conflicting views
and interests. This kind of construction of political decision-making comes very close
to the conceptualisation of politics as a peaceful “management of common affairs”,
identified by Kari Palonen as a popular mythology in the Finnish vocabularies of
politics (Palonen, 1999: 22). Politics is characterised by its policy orientation: politicians
work for common goals, defined in advance (for a discussion of the policy orientation
of the Finnish conceptualisations of politics, see Palonen, 2003).
The conceptualisation of political decision-making primarily from the point of
view of competence raises profound questions concerning the principles of citizenship
and representative democracy. This perspective on political action clearly departs from
the idea of citizenship as a basic right belonging to every individual, without the need
to prove the individual’s fitness to participate in politics. By contrast, the claims for
women’s increased representation are based on the qualifications of political actors:
those who are competent (enough) to take part in political decision-making may do
so (see the discussion of different principles of citizenship in Dahl, 1989: 120–126). The
qualities of a citizen are evaluated primarily by her education and her ability to contribute
to the common good on this basis. However, we should ask whether quotas should only
guarantee the representation of “strong Finnish” women – who are qualified according
to specific (male) criteria – or whether they should be adopted for other purposes,
such as to ensure a diversity of both women and men in political representation?
Likewise in the French debate, the emphasis on gender equality as a means to improve
the French democratic system was strong. Gender equality was not only a woman
question, but a political problem concerning the fate of the French national democracy.
In this context, parity and the new law were primarily constituted as instruments to
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advance equality and the other republican principles. The frame of the common good
or common interest of the nation was further strengthened by the juxtaposition between
“French” and “American” conceptions of political representation: the adversaries of
parity constructed the question of gender equality as a choice between the traditional
“French” political approach to representation, according to which the elected politicians
represented the nation as a whole, and the “American-style” political system which was
based on interest group representation. In this context, the claims for women’s political
representation from the point of view of women’s specific interests were easily labelled
as efforts to change the premises of the national political system. Hence, the concept of
women’s interests carried significantly different meanings in the French political context
compared e.g. to the Anglo-American or Nordic ones (see Lamont and Thévenot, 2000;
Skjeie, 1992). In this way, it is far from an abstract and neutral concept that can be used
in a universal sense to evaluate debates on gender equality and the political representation
of women in different countries.
Also, the French way of framing gender equality led to a very consensus-oriented
perspective on the promotion of equality in political decision-making. As in the Finnish
debate, gender equality was part of a progress-oriented story of modernisation, of an
ideal world to be reached in the near future. In the republican framework, it was very
difficult to ask who benefits and who loses from the promotion of equality and how
power and resistance are involved in these processes.
Moreover, the Finnish and French parliamentary debates share common features
in the ways the heterosexual couple figured as the normative framing of politics and
political community (see Scott, 2004). In both countries, the political community
was constituted by the co-operation of women and men and the specific contribution
women brought to the well-being of all. In this “homely” picture, men were also
involved, although mainly present as necessary partners, not active agents. If in many
narratives of the nation, the national space is figured through the iconography of the
family, here the life of the heterosexual couple represented the model for both equality
politics and political action in general (see McClintock, 2002: 90–91).
The construction of gender equality as a tool to develop the national political
system or to further the common good of society is problematic in many ways. First,
if the promotion of gender equality is constructed from the perspective of the benefits
and resources it can bring to the national community, gender equality can also easily
be passed over by other “more important” aims and objectives. As Hege Skjeie and
Mari Teigen have pointed out with regard to the Norwegian equality policies and their
features as a “national building project”, gender equality can be widely shared as an
important national value, but in the concrete situations of political decision-making
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other questions are always prioritised or else no means are available to realise equality
goals at any specific moment (Skjeie and Teigen, 2003: 10, 212).
Finnish and French debates also demonstrate the place of women in this project:
the presence of women in decision-making is legitimated only in so far as it can be
put to the service of higher values and objectives than gender equality or women’s
rights per se. Hege Skjeie refers to “equality’s profitability talk” which she regards as a
modernised, market oriented accommodation of the classical utility argument (Skjeie,
2006). As shown in the Finnish case, this kind of argumentation becomes even more
efficient when the perspectives of (neo-)liberal utility and gender equality as a national
project become intertwined. Gender equality is constituted at the same time as a means
of promoting competence in politics and as a way to further national excellence.
Interestingly, the framings of competence and republicanism in Finland and
France respectively lead to a similar kind of de-politicisation of gender equality and
the narrowing of the political space. Politics becomes a question of (one) truth and it
is crucial for the actors to show their commitment to furthering the common good of
the political system, expertise or true republicanism. The question of whether one is
for or against competence or republicanism does not create room to discuss different
definitions of the common good or to think about politics on the basis of contingency
and conflicts over meanings and the distribution of resources. Furthermore, this kind
of perspective limited both the Finnish and French debates in a way that made it
difficult to open new doors to the radical politicisation of gender equality and the
strengthening of wider equality policies in the field of political decision-making.
In both debates on gender equality, we can hear echoes of more general developments
concerning dominant conceptualisations and discourses of politics in the 1990s in
Finland and France. In Finland, the rise of neo-liberalism and the strong ethos of
new public management in the reforms of state administration and local governance
have narrowed the scope of politics and strengthened the tendency to conceptualise
politics in terms of expertise, efficiency and managerialism (see Kantola, 2002;
Möttönen, 1997). In France, the discourses on the future of French republicanism and
the modernisation of the democratic system have framed the debates in a significant
way during the past twenty years. As the discourse of new public management, it has
reduced the space both for reflection on new social and political dividing lines and
conflicts, as well as for discussion of questions of discrimination and social justice (see
Giraud and Jenson, 2001; Rosanvallon, 1998).
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Invisible men and self-sustaining women
The consensus orientation of the debates both in Finland and France was further
consolidated by the absence of active agents with regard to gender based discrimination.
Even if discrimination against women was widely acknowledged as a serious political
problem in both countries, it was located at the level of structures rather than produced
by actors and practices. In particular, the agency of men was neither discussed nor
problematised in this context.
The Finnish and French opponents of quotas conceptualised gender equality
as an educational process directed at the competent woman, who with the help of
self-control and tenacity became a political subject. Interestingly enough, in both
countries this kind of moral discourse on self-sustaining women and their opposite,
quota-women, was combined with either abstract universalism or an emphasis on the
meritocratic rules of politics. In this discourse, men remained invisible as gendered
political subjects, but the “man” represented an unmarked equivalent to the human
being – in contrast to a marked term of “woman” (Hall, 1996: 5).
In many respects, we can see points of convergence between the Finnish quota
debate and the continuities researchers have found in the Finnish gender system.
The Finnish model has often been depicted as one based on a partnership between
women and men and a tendency to avoid conflicts between genders (Julkunen,
1997: 58–60; Rantalaiho, 1994; also Sulkunen, 1990: 52–53). From a comparative and
historical perspective, Finland has been pointed to as an example of how the fight
for women’s rights and nationalism can be combined (Kaplan, 1997). The typical
feature of constructing feminism as an antithesis to the promotion of gender equality
also appeared in the quota debate (Holli, 200: 16–17; Julkunen, 1997: 58). For the
MPs, feminism could not represent a positive model for political action or a way to
distinguish themselves from other political actors. In this kind of framework, it was
difficult to conceptualise gender equality in terms of a struggle between different
interests and objectives inside the national political arena. Furthermore, there was
little room to discuss differences between women, and the tacit normative assumptions
concerning Finnishness and Finnish gender relations (including heteronormativity)
(see Holli, 2003: 19; Kantola, 2002).
For its part, the French parity movement – along with the argumentation for parity
– has been criticised for depoliticising the promotion of gender equality and impeding
rather than enhancing future struggles for equality. Feminist scholars both in France
and elsewhere have claimed that the advocates of parity put too much emphasis on
(biological) differences between women and men and on women’s specific contribution
to politics, instead of making room for a discussion of the discrimination against
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different marginal groups and the transformation of power relations (Allwood and
Wadia, 2000; Eduards, 2002;11 Lépinard, 2004; Siim, 2000). The parity movement has
also been criticised for having contributed to a narrowing of the framing to issues of
political equality instead of wider questions of social justice and discrimination (Giraud
and Jenson, 2001). From this perspective, parity has closed rather than opened doors
for a critical reflection on the relationship between gender and the transformation of
the republican political system (Lépinard, 2002: 222).
Conclusion: towards the displacement of equality and the national
How then, is it possible to question the “harmonising strategies” (Skjeie and Teigen,
2003) of the debates on equality and to displace the linkage between gender equality
and nationality? In Finland, Kirsti Lempiäinen has called for conceptualisations
of nationality that make room for multiple positions of gender and femininity
(Lempiäinen, 2002: 28). On the basis of Norwegian experience, Skjeie and Teigen
have emphasised the consolidation of a (human) rights perspective in the legitimation
of gender equality and equality measures as an alternative to national utility discourse
(Skjeie and Teigen, 2003: 10).
From a comparative perspective it is perhaps not possible to find universal ways
to deconstruct harmonising and homogenising discourses of “national gender
equality”, as in France the rights discourse could also be mobilised in support of the
republican equality project and the consolidation of French specificity. However, the
parliamentary debates also offer clues to conceptual and political openings, if attention
is paid to ruptures and conflicts in the debates and especially to the marginal ways
of talking about equality and arguing for quotas or for parity. At the same time, they
demonstrate the ways in which the participants managed to call into question the
dominant discourses of the debate and to reframe the discussion on gender equality.
In both the Finnish and French debates, the contradictions and multiple
interpretations of women’s political agency create space to question the normativities
of “Finnish” and “French” equality. For example, the symbol of Finnish equality
and political culture, the competent woman, breaks down into multiple modes of
agency once the discussion is shifted from the question of women’s competence and
contribution to politics to the issue of discrimination against women. The result of
this fragmentation is that attention also shifts, at least occasionally, from a focus
on the self-controlling gaze of women to the political problem of discrimination by
(some) men.
In the same manner, in France the discourse of discrimination transformed the
problem setting of gender equality. The question was no longer one of the basis upon
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which women could be included in politics, but rather one of who participated in
discrimination and how it was possible to end discriminatory practices (see Fassin,
1997: 68). The focus shifted from the political agency of women to the gendered
practices and power relations in politics. By refusing to articulate gender equality as a
question of the psychological features of women and their training for political tasks,
the proponents of quotas and parity also conceptualised gender equality as an object
of political action and controversy.
In this way, Finnish and French MPs balanced and negotiated between the different
forms of political subjectivity available to women and men. In the negotiations, there
seems to be space for multiple, ambivalent and conflicting subject positions of women,
and hence possibilities to challenge normativities with regard to women’s political
agency. By contrast, the subject positions for men seemed to be much more limited
and stable in both Finland and France. This does not automatically mean less room for
action by men, but it does raise the question of how male subjectivity can be politicised
in a way that challenges existing power relations.
Furthermore, conflicting interpretations of gender equality and gendered political
subjectivities also revealed tensions between different visions of gender order in Finland
and France. In these controversies and conflicts in both countries, the choice was not
only between the rejection and the defence of quotas. The conflicts dealt with the role
and the scope of legislation, but they also touched upon the limits and the definitions
of politics in general and equality politics in particular; for example, to what extent
should we emphasise the educational aspects of citizenship and attitude change vs.
political transformation and conflicts of power? Can heteronormativity be politicised
and challenged? And are there alternatives to universalism and meritocracy as a basis
for politics?
The parliamentary debates on parity in France and quotas in Finland show the
diversity of argumentative strategies deployed to legitimate gender equality policies
and also the ways in which the conceptualisations of “Finnish” and “French” equality
are constantly reworked. However, the marginality of certain discourses also points
to the limits and dilemmas MPs were facing in a specific context when they sought
to make gender a legitimate political dimension. That is why we should not only ask
questions about the construction of agency in the debates but also pay attention to
the relative power of different participants in the discussion: who had the power to
set the terms of the debate and to define the formulation of possible alternatives in the
promotion of equality? The aspects of power are also present in the ways the advocates
and adversaries of quotas or parity were (unequally) subject to demands of coherence
and plausibility in their argumentation. Attention to this kind of power play also
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poses important challenges to comparative research: how to be sensitive to contexts
in the assessment of the shortcomings and limits of the argumentation for parity or
for quotas and how to avoid a simple measuring of “our” strategies against those in
other countries.

Notes
1. According to the Finnish Equality Act, all public committees, advisory boards and
corresponding bodies, as well as municipal bodies, with the exception of municipal councils,
must have at least 40% of women and men as members, if there are no special reasons to
the contrary (Act on Equality Between Women and Men, 1995). In France, the new electoral
law sets a strict requirement of gender parity in electoral lists concerning the elections of the
European Parliament, the regional councils, local councils in municipalities with more than
3,500 inhabitants and a part of the election of the senatorial seats. With regard to the elections
of the National Assembly, political parties face financial sanctions if they fail to present gender
balanced lists (Loi no 2000-493 du 6 juin 2000, 2000).
2. At present, more than 30 countries have introduced quotas for election to the national
parliament and in more than 60 countries major political parties use quotas in their electoral
lists (see www.quotaproject.org). However, Finnish quota legislation – together with Norwegian
equality law – is exceptional in its focus on preparatory decision-making bodies instead of quotas
in electoral lists. In the Nordic countries, the state inquiry commissions, usually comprising
representatives of ministries, labour market organisations and other interest groups, have played
an important role in policy preparation. At the local level in Finland, more power has been
delegated in the 1990s to the quota regulated municipal committees as well as to the executive
board (Holli, 2004; Holli, Luhtakallio and Raevaara, 2004, 2006).
3. In France, the concept of parité, instead of quotas, has been used to refer to the equal
representation of women and men in political decision-making, prescribed by the law. At the
same time, the concept itself, as well as the relationship between parity and quotas, has been
subject to a fierce debate. It should be noted that the concept of parité has no equivalent in the
Finnish language.
4. In Finland, the debate took place in 1994–95 as a part of the reform of the Equality Act.
In the French case, I have focused on the debate in the National Assembly concerning the
amendment of electoral law in 2000. One year earlier, the French Parliament had amended the
constitution making possible the adoption of legislative positive action measures. Both debates
are available on the Internet (www.eduskunta.fi and www.assemblee-nationale.fr).
5. For comparative data on the EU countries see: http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_
social/women_men_stats/index_en.htm.
6. The French debate on parity and the struggle for legislative measures have been studied
extensively, see e.g. Allwood and Wadia, 2000; Bataille and Gaspard, 1999; Lépinard, 2004;
Scott, 1997, 2004; Sineau, 2001; Modern & Contemporary France, 2002. On the political process
and the debates preceding the adoption of quota legislation in Finland, see Holli, 2004; Holli
and Kantola, 2005; Raevaara, 2005a; 2005b.
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7. Finland joined the Council of Europe in 1989. However, even after entry into the
organisation, the debate on parity democracy did not take root in Finland.
8. The ways in which the concepts of democracy and history were used in the French debate
bear resemblance to what Reinhard Koselleck defines as concepts of movement: history and
democracy were conceptualised as a movement of permanent change towards an open future,
as reflective processes bringing the French democratic system to perfection. In this process,
the promotion of gender equality, and especially the new law on parity, were seen as examples
of the realisation of this conscious, (wo)man-made history and progress (see Koselleck, 1985:
259–262).
9. These framings of gender equality were already strongly present in the debates on parity
and quotas before the parliamentary proceedings. In this way, the specific problem settings and
presentation of alternatives found in earlier debates influenced the possibilities for MPs to frame
the issue during the parliamentary reading.
10. Pauli Kettunen (2001) has analysed the ways in which comparison between nation-states
have changed in the 1990s. According to Kettunen, globalisation and the growing economic
competition have given new weight to comparison as a tool of imagining the national community.
At the same time, they have created new transnational perspectives for comparison. Also in
the context of gender equality, transnational equality policies have engendered new forms of
comparison: gender equality can no longer be assessed solely on a national basis, since nationstates are subject to international evaluation and ranking with regard to women’s situation.
11. It should be pointed out that criticism of the argumentation of parity comes from varied
directions: the main critique put forward by Maud Eduards is directed at the idea held by
some paritarists that by ensuring the equal representation of women and men in politics, the
importance of gender in politics will decrease and eventually disappear. Eduards defines the
parity movement as equality feminism and criticises the movement for not regarding gender as
a political dimension (Eduards, 2002: 54).
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MARIA TÖRNQVIST

FROM THREAT TO PROMISE
The Changing Position of Gender Quota
in the Swedish Debate
on Women’s Political Representation

How is it that one and the same gender equality policy can undergo a shift in status
– from being viewed as highly provocative to being seen as at the core of what most
Swedes consider a desirable political goal? The scope of this chapter is discursive
change, the empirical target is a quota reform within the Swedish political system,
popularly called ‘varannan damernas’, literally meaning: every other (seat) for the
ladies. The case can be described as a success story in the area of Swedish gender
equality politics in which both women, the political parties and Sweden as a nation,
regarded themselves as benefiting from the new policy. Yet this was not inevitable,
as the history of the debate reveals. When the idea of gender quotas was introduced
in a government commission report in 1987, it was rejected as a threat that would
undermine not only democratic values and a rule of meritocracy but also the progress
that had been achieved in the area of gender equality.
This chapter is concerned with the discursive transformation from threat to promise
that the quota idea went through over a seven-year period of time. My focus is on
how problems and visions get articulated discursively and how people struggle over
the definitions of categories like ‘gender equality’ (Bacchi, 1999; Butler, 1995; Laclau
and Mouffe, 1985). In contrast to studies which evaluate the implementation of quota
policies as if problems and solutions are fixed categories, my interest lies within the
discursive shaping of these classifications. The concern is with the discursive constraints
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that make some, but not all, proposals meaningful and legitimate at specific points in
time. The main concern is to explore how a proposal that was viewed as illegitimate,
both in relation to norms of gender equality politics and in relation to the political
field, could undergo a transformation that made it a viable strategy in so short a time
frame. This is done through a discourse analysis focusing on the ways in which the
idea of a gender quota and a women’s party, described as the two alternatives at the
time, were made intelligible in the Swedish press debate.1
Together with women’s suffrage, the debate on gender quotas has been a focal
point in the history of Swedish women’s political citizenship. While the debate at the
beginning of the 20th century concerned the opportunities that women had to take
part in the electoral system, the debate almost a hundred years later is mainly about the
forms of their participation in political life. The starting point of this exploration is the
official government report on women’s representation from 1987. The report marked a
new direction. First, it addressed the problem of an under-representation of women in
politics in more explicitly power and conflict related terms than had been done before.
Second, it advanced a legally-binding gender quota as the only strategy that would
actually increase the number of women. However, since the report concluded that
the resistance to quotas was very strong it did not recommend putting legislation
in place. Instead, it raised the spectre of a threat: if the main actors did not take
seriously concerns about the low percentage of women in politics the report urged
that a full-scale quota system be put in place in a range of political and policymaking institutions.
After the election in 1991 the issues of political representation and gender quotas
gained renewed strength. For the first time in many years there was a decline in the
number of women in parliament, from 37.8 per cent to 33.5 per cent. This called for
remedies. Women’s groups were the most strident, particularly a newly organized
network called the ‘Support Stockings’ (Stödstrumporna) which consisted mainly of
a group of influential female academics and journalists. They threatened to form a
women’s party and run for parliament on a women’s platform in the 1994 election if the
established parties did not offer concrete solutions to women’s under-representation.
All political parties took some steps to increase the number of women on their party
lists during the election. Several of them used different forms of quota strategies and
some of them even competed in the press for the support of pro-quota voters by
claiming that they were the first ones to use this strategy. As a result, the number of
women in parliament increased to 40.2 per cent, which led the newspapers to report
on the result in terms of a “record parliament” and the birth of Sweden as a worldbeating nation in respect of gender equality.
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A discursive shift
Let me start by giving the reader a brief summary of what I view as some keys to
understanding the shift: first I will go over some points about the political field, and
thereafter move on to explore expectations in respect of gender equality politics. Around
the time of the 1994 elections, gender quotas began to be represented as a solution that
would strengthen the political system and the existing parties, instead of challenging
them. Rather than drawing new lines of conflict within the political system, as it was
claimed a women’s party would do, quotas were construed as a way of increasing the
number of women within the parties while maintaining the integrity of the status
quo. This must partly be understood in relation to a strong Swedish tradition of bloc
politics based on class related layers in society. Whereas it was feared that a women’s
party would undermine the bases of class organisation within the political system, a
quota strategy was seen as strengthening the already existing structure. Ironically, the
arguments put forward against a women’s party, which stressed the importance of
clear dividing lines within Swedish politics, brought left-wing and right-wing voices
together. Against a threat of new bases of conflict in parliament, the old antagonists
stood united. There would be more women in politics, but their political presence
would be governed within the existing parties and bloc-based political divides.
In this regard the debate created bridges between the political system and the
gender equality project. Gender was established as a category that could and should
be acknowledged at the same time as the political system was given a strengthened
democratic legitimacy. It is also necessary to add that the shape of the quota reform had
changed over time from a threat of force through law, in the 1987 report, to a strategy
based on the parties’ voluntary participation in the 1994 election.
However, the fact that the quota strategy gained recognition in light of the women’s
party counter-proposal also shows the limits to what is possible in the area of gender
politics. Whereas new parties, like the Environmental Party (miljöpartiet), managed to
break into the rather closed Swedish political system, turning gender into an interestbased political category was not possible. To understand why this was not plausible
we have to consider the norms and expectations regarding gender equality politics.
I maintain that part of the success story of gender quotas is due to the fact that the
strategy was framed along ideals of consensus politics and conceptualised within a
romantic discourse of close relationships between women and men. The aim of this
chapter is to show the ways in which this was done, that is to say, how such a narrative
is expressed, and to discuss some implications in terms of the discursive boundaries of
Swedish gender equality politics.
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Men and other men
I will start the search by raising some questions concerning an intriguing part of the
debate: the contrasting views on the relationship between men and the gender equality
project. On the one hand, there are those who claim that the group “men” is the main
problem and cause of the lack of gender equality in political life. A patriarchal order
that favours men is said to be strongly embedded in the political system in a way that
makes it hard for women to advance. In an interview in Dagens Nyheter, Margareta
Winberg, at the time head of the Social Democratic Women’s Group, said:
I usually turn it upside down and claim that all men have something in common, which
is their will to keep their dominant positions in society. Women organise around class,
men around gender; when I say that, you can see their necks stiffen. (Dagens Nyheter
4 August 1993, my translation)

On the other hand, there are those who claim that the problem is not men’s domination
but rather the rigid gender stereotypes and attitudes that affect both women and men.
Therefore, they continue, women and men should stand united instead of divided. In
an article published six months later than the comment above, the same Margareta
Winberg claimed:
The day we shrug our shoulders and say “men”, we have reduced the chances of meeting
on equal terms. Then men become something that we can obtain pleasure from, that we
have to deal with and at certain points manipulate, but not people we can really count
on. We refuse to give up on the men. (Expressen 13 April 1994, my translation)

The quotes above show two different perspectives on the question of how the gender
equal society can be reached. One argument claims that collectively men are a
hindrance to such a development, while another maintains that they hold the key to
change. The interesting part, however, is that the different views are also expressed by
the selfsame people and groups. Instead of considering this a contradiction that needs
to be explained on an individual level, for instance with arguments that Winberg
is an inconsistent debater, I choose to see this as a triggering point that can tell us
something about both fractures and dominant discourses around gender equality. To
put it differently: the dissonances encourage us to think more carefully about what
we perceive of as contradictions. They also intrigue us and motivate us to ask what
it takes to dissolve them and when and how this dissolving occurs (Jacobsson, 1997;
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Sahlin, 1992). In the discussion that follows I will trace the world views that enable
the apparent duplicity in Winberg’s argumentation to be resolved, and thereby open
up space for a discussion of the presence of a romantic discourse.
If we take a certain distinction between different types of men or masculinities for
granted, we will find that the tension dissolves. This is what is done in the debate. By
distinguishing between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ men it is possible to continue criticizing certain
men whilst construing others as necessary for the achievement of gender equality. This is
mainly achieved through a conceptual distinction in which ‘grabbar’ (meaning: young
immature men) and ‘gubbar’ (old immature men) are separated from the category of
‘men’. In the debate, a whole vocabulary is constructed around expressions such as
“old men’s politics” (gubbpolitik) and “the guys network” (grabbarnas nätverk), which
indicates that these men have wrongfully excluded women. Yet the category of ‘men’
continues to be defined in relation to a set of positive values. As an illustration, the
distinction is manifested in the following way in an article by Barbro Dahlbom-Hall,
management consultant, and Berit Härd, journalist:
Women of today are not defeated by a men’s society but by a ‘grabb society’. The ‘grabb
society’ is not a conspiracy against women, but a result of the fact that the labour market
is dominated by too many immature men, which has turned it into a highly competitive
sphere. Often we hear individual men report that the ‘grabbar’ themselves are not feeling all that well. But the pressure is too hard to allow individuals to do anything about
it. The ‘grabbar’ have now become the big plug (…) the ‘grabbar’ and the ‘gubbar’ are
a catastrophe for all work directed towards gender equality (…) They (the women) no
longer believe that men want to be part of, and reach for, a gender equal and more human society. This (co-operation) cannot be reached until the ‘grabbar’ become responsible
and mature men (Dagens Nyheter 8 March 1992, my translation and italics).2

The will to map out the different categories of men can be viewed both in terms of a
will to control the group of men (in relation to what is described as a male resistance
to women’s political demands) and in terms of a manoeuvre with rehabilitative
consequences. Through a distinction that turns the overall problem into a problem
of certain men (the ‘grabbar’), the original category (‘men’) is freed from suspicion.
Some men can be criticized without all men being blamed. The separation can also
be seen as a response to the gap that is experienced between a will to co-operate across
gender lines and experiences of gender conflicts. In other words, the separation can be
understood as an attempt to create explanations for the failures that are placed outside
of the desired relationship between women and men. The ‘grabb’ can, in the words
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of Slavoj Žižek, be described as an “extreme element, an alien body who has forced
his way into the sound, social body and corrupted it” (Žižek, 2001: 147).3 ‘Grabben’
(the young immature man) expresses a distorted masculinity. Through his similarities
with the original (the real man) he threatens the ideal, and for this reason he must be
rejected. In this way, he can be described as a fetish; a concretization of an abstract and
intangible gender conflict. The image of a ‘grabb’ therefore both denies and supports
the idea of an organic and complete relation between women and men. Yet, at the
same time as it enables the fracture to be dissolved – through an agreement over the
reprehensible actions of the ‘grabbar’ – a gender political fantasy on close co-operation
between real men and women is reproduced.
In contrast to the ‘grabbar’ and ‘gubbar’, the ‘real men’ in the established parties
thereby become even more strongly sought after for gender political reasons. In an
interview with Margareta Winberg, the distinction seems so well established that it is
presented in an information box with the heading “Margareta’s men – and grabbar”
(Aftonbladet 5 August 1993, my translation). In the article, this distinction is used to
explain who Winberg would like to co-operate with: the real men are desired (Jan
Guillou and Ingvar Carlsson) whilst the grabbar are rejected (Robert Aschberg, Ian
Wachtmeister and Bert Karlsson).

Private fantasies within the political
As we can see, the separation of ‘real men’ and ‘grabbar’ is embedded in a romantic
narrative. To be a real man, demands a certain gaze and desire for women – in this case
of a gender political nature. To be a real woman, on the other hand, as in the name
of the quota reform ‘varannan damernas’ (meaning: every other seat in parliament
for the ladies), implies a desire for real men – not ‘grabbar’. The distinction between
individual men and the men’s society is an illustration of yet another resolution of the
double arguments on the subject of men and gender equality. In the overall gender
equality debate in Sweden, women’s love for men and resistance to men’s structural
degenerations (the ‘men’s society’ or even the ‘grabb society’) is a repeated figure of
thought. Or as Social Democrat Mona Sahlin summarises the idea in a stressful
moment during a television debate with right-wing debater Susanna Popova: “I also
love men, but I want to get rid of the men’s society” (SVT, Agenda 2 May 2004, my
translation). The pre-condition for criticizing a gender order is, in other words, to
declare a desire for men.
The romantic imaginary must be understood in relation to the name that was given
to the quota measure and to the issue as such: ‘varannan damernas’. This expression,
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which was first used in a governmental report from 1987, is now so taken for granted
that the underlying meanings slip through our minds. Yet the surplus value of the
metaphor, as Kerstin Jacobsson and Geir Angell Øygarden (1996) put it, shapes new
links of associations that are not found in the original framing of the question. Now,
which meanings are embedded in the expression ‘varannan damernas’ and what are
the effects of the images it evokes?
In its original usage, the expression refers to a phrase from the dance halls, and
it allows women to ask men ‘up’ for every other dance. The ‘folkpark’ (literally: the
people’s park), the recreation area where people went dancing, draws attention to
another political image, that of the Swedish welfare state or ‘folkhem’ (literally:
the people’s home), a narrative of solidarity and equality put forward by the Social
Democrats in the 1930s to diffuse the antagonistic class-based politics of the earlier
decade. But, of course, ‘varannan damernas’ also draws on the romantic expectations
of the milieu it springs from: the expression creates an image of an open-air dance hall
where men and women dance in close embrace. The fact that even the feminist network
‘Support Stockings’ adopts the tone which the metaphor evokes is symptomatic. For
instance, one of their public debaters, Maria-Pia Boëthius, argues for a struggle: “not
against men but for women”, carried through with “humour and joy” (Dagens Nyheter
8 January 1993, my translation).
In these ways, the term ‘varannan damernas’ directs our thoughts away from a
legally sanctioned quota reform, which was the framework of the idea set out in the
1987 governmental report. This is the perfect term for a policy area that wants to attach
itself both to an ideal of voluntariness and co-operation. The term also increases the
distance to the threat of a separately organised women’s party. The loyalties of the
dance floor only include individual women and men, not larger groups of the one or
the other gender. In that way, the name also goes hand in hand with the idea that the
gender equality question should be resolved within the parties.
At the same time as the term tells us that it is now time for women to ask men
up, the new order highlights the need for a partner: some one to dance with. To
assign every other dance for the ladies is not about rejecting men, but rather about
changing their role and adding new moments of excitement that emphasize rather
than diminish the importance of their presence. The term thereby frames the possible
threat, a proposition for a quota measure, within a well known narrative that tells
us that women’s and men’s collective action can bring about positive changes. The
gender political couple stands as a renewed incarnation of a myth where the birth of
the (new) woman is closely intertwined with that of the (new) man. In the gender
equality version of this myth she is not created out of one of his ribs, but out of his
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goodwill. The project, just like the close and intimate dance, requires a high degree
of sensitivity for the other. On the dance floor, just as in gender equality politics, one
person’s failure also becomes a problem for the partner.
The idea that gender equality politics, like couple-dancing, should be an area
that favours both women and men equally shapes discursive intervals between the
categories ‘women’ and ‘gender equality’. With a distinction between what was
previously conceptualised as a ‘women’s question’ and the new term, ‘gender equality’,
it is possible to claim that a certain development is bad for (individual) women but
good for the gender equality project at large. As an unsigned editorial comment in
Dagens Nyheter puts it, the struggle is not to achieve better conditions for women but
to reach the state of gender equality:
In many ways the debate about a women’s revolt and a women’s party is still a defeat. Of
course real gender equality does not exist until the traditional women’s issues – equal
pay, equal gender representation and so-called soft questions such as care, education,
peace and the environment – are seen as equally important to both women and men.
In that sense, the nineties should not be seen as a “breakthrough for women” but as a
breakthrough for real gender equality in society. (Dagens Nyheter 16 March 1992, my
translation)

To summarise, the term ‘varannan damernas’ evokes expectations and fantasies that
stem from the dance hall. It draws upon images of an intimate sphere and turns
Swedish gender politics into an easy-going dance that can be separated both from the
‘women’s question’ and from those areas of politics that are sometimes described in
terms of competition and conflict.

Sexual difference and political presence
Allusions to a romantic relationship between men and women have quite a long
history in the discussions of political systems and the state. In parts of the classic
studies of political ideas, battles between men over women have been described, both
symbolically and concretely, as the core of politics (Scott, 1993: 10; Yuval-Davies, 1997).
In short, the idea of a total gender difference, manifested in heterosexual desire and a
relationship between protective men and caring women, has been part of an imagery
which served to exclude women from the public sphere. While the difference and
attraction between men and women served as an argument against women’s presence
in the political system around the turn of the last century, it is now used as a rationale
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for their presence. In the Swedish debate on women’s political presence, it is assumed
that women would make political life more interesting, more responsive to human
needs and more family friendly. If, goes the argument, the problem is a politicized,
conflict-oriented and formalised gender relation, then the solution is to be found in
the romantic promises that the same relationship carries.
Let me illustrate the logic of this argument through a snap shot review of ideas
drawn from some well-known philosophers and sociologists. During the 19th century
utopian socialist Charles Fourier, among others, proclaimed women’s emancipation
based on the idea that the birth of the new society demanded a free relationship
between women and men (Hirdman, 2001: 137–138; Liedman, 2000: 16). Taking on a
similar rhetoric and departing from the idea of the world as heterosexual, Simone de
Beauvoir closes her book The Second Sex by arguing in favour of women’s emancipation
on the basis of the birth of the couple: the gender equal society will give the “natural”
gender differences their “rightful meaning” and “man and woman can become a couple
in the true sense of the word” (de Beauvoir, 1949 / 1995: 451–452). Also, sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu concludes his book Masculine Domination in a similar chord. In a “Postscript
on dominance and love” he brings forward some romantic figures as a solution to the
problem of gender conflict. Against dominance – or rather, against “the perspective
of the battle and the war” – is the healing force of love between men and women
(Bourdieu, 1999: 125–128).
The same idea was reawakened in Sweden during the sixties and seventies when
gender equality, as the question was now called, was said to emancipate both women
and men from repressive gender roles. The hope was that the new word, ‘gender
equality’, would make this policy area gender neutral and so detach it from what had
previously been called ‘the women’s question’. At the same time, the linguistic shift was
proclaimed using the argument that it would load the area with a gendered tension. It
was with the assurance that sexual difference would not disappear that the concept was
introduced. In the key text Kvinnor och människor (Women and humanity), the early
advocate of the term ‘gender equality’, Eva Moberg, reasons: “In order to counteract
the inconsolable mix-up of eroticism and democracy, I recommend the moderately
beautiful word ‘gender equality’ (jämställdhet) instead of ‘equality’ (jämlikhet and
likställdhet), which more easily connotes both sameness and values” (Moberg, 1962:
29, my translation). In the early days of gender equality politics, it seemed necessary
to give assurances that moves towards a more gender equal society would not hinder
or threaten close relationships between men and women but, rather, would have
the opposite effect. By alluding to and gaining from the triumphant status of the
heterosexual relation within a general understanding, gender equality was launched
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as both a familiar and desirable national project – for both women and men. Women
and men would still be women and men, and the excitement and tensions that lay
within a sexual difference would be strengthened.
As we have seen, that same notion is partly at the core of the debate on women’s
representation. In a way reminiscent of Fourier’s argument, Margareta Winberg
connects the question of gender equality to a vision of the relationship between women
and men as free. But in her version it is no longer the free man who is said to desire a
(sexually) emancipated woman, but the gender equal woman who is looking for the
‘new man’. The idea is formulated by Winberg in an article where she expresses her
concerns that the women’s movement is about to “give up on men”:
We refuse to give up on men. What’s the pleasure in being a free woman if there are no
free men? It is not possible to be a free equal woman all alone. We also need free equal
men. (Expressen, 13 April 1994, my translation)

The fact that this kind of reasoning is possible can be seen as a consequence of a shift in
the place of the discourse that both the socialist utopians and Moberg are referring to.
From being discussed as a matter of whether women have a specific (political) interest
as women or not, it is now also possible to guide the gender equality debate through
questions of whether there is a (sexual) interest between women and men. Now, how
is this interest expressed and what does it mean that it is the women’s task to ask men
‘up’ for every other dance?
Some people in the debate claim that it falls to the women to make the issue
appealing to men. Instead of ‘seducing’ women away from a hetero-romantic way of
doing politics (as some accuse the ‘Support Stockings’ of doing when talking about
a women’s party), it is said that women should desire the participation of men and
actively entice them into the gender political project. A variation on this theme, and
an argument that also dissolves the tension within Winberg’s and others’ description
of men and gender equality, is the idea that it is exactly the power position of men that
calls for their involvement in the work of gender equality. In an interview in Dagens
Nyheter, some influential feminist front groups put it the following way:
In today’s society, power is rarely where women are. Power has a tendency of sneaking
out of spheres where women’s representation is on the increase. That’s why we have to
work with, and not only against, men. (Dagens Nyheter, 16 December 1993, my translation)
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Instead of turning the reasoning upside down, claiming that the linkage between
men and power is problematic, men’s dominant position is described as the key to
change. As a group defined in relation to their place in a power structure, men are
desired because of the belief that they will increase the status of the question of gender
equality – not least in relation to what previously was conceptualised as a ‘woman’s
issue’ with a lowly status. From a similar standpoint, some people criticize the idea
of a women’s party, using the argument that too many women and a feminisation of
equality politics would place the whole gender question on the margin. Mona Sahlin
says: “I’m afraid that that would lead the ordinary (party political) organisation to
take matters of gender equality less seriously” (Dagens Nyheter, 22 February 1992, my
translation).
The argument can be summarised by a motto that Marilyn Monroe once was said
to follow: “Men were the enemy; you have to make your enemy want you” (Oates,
2002: 342). In Oates’ book it is Monroe’s creamy white skin and her bright smile that
points the way to an end of male domination. In the debate on women’s representation,
it is a set of seductive arguments on what gender equality can offer the men who engage
with it that is said to lead the way to a change. The logic is the same: the importance
of men’s contribution rests on their presupposed domination over women and their
lack of interest in the question of gender equality.
Given the romantic discourse, the ‘creation’ of the feminist not only as a
heterosexual but also as a beautiful woman becomes intelligible. Against malicious
portraits of feminists as old and ugly ‘man haters’ are to be found representations such
as those in the book Grupp 8 & Jag (The Eight Group and I), where writer and activist
Gunilla Thorgren emphasizes that the women who marched at the head of the seventies
women’s movement were young and beautiful. The will to establish the feminist as a
sexually attractive woman, can be read as an assurance that the gender equality project
will not challenge close and intimate relationships between women and men. On the
contrary, the feminist movement brings out the sexually emancipated woman and the
romantic promises of a gender equal society.
To draw a parallel with the development of some of the lyrics in soul music, it
could be argued, however, that the story is no longer only about the male gaze and
its appreciation of a woman’s value (“You make me feel like a natural woman”, as oldschool Carole King and Aretha Franklin put it). Also, men can and should be evaluated
(“A real man just can’t deny a woman’s worth”, in the lyrics of the more contemporary
singer Alicia Keys). The New Woman is looking for The Real Man, a gentleman who
is able to recognise ‘her values’. In the debate on political representation, this situation
is expressed as a double-sided argument that partly refers to a notion of justice and

85

everyone’s equal value and partly to a notion of a woman’s worth in a romantic setting.
In other words, gender equality politics is not only about women making themselves
and their political goals attractive for men. Neither is it only up to the ladies to make
the co-operation successful. As the implicit rule of the dance hall reads, in order to
be asked up for a dance, you need to have something to offer. With the new order
(every other dance for the ladies), also men have to work harder to make themselves
attractive.

Conflict and passion
Besides the argument that describes the means for achieving the gender equal society
as a joint work between women and men, there are those who claim that changes can
only come about through conflict-grounded action. It is, though, important to note
that such an idea is never brought forward in order to make way for a women’s party.
Instead it is used as an argument against it, claiming that women have to be in the
already established parties so as to take up the ‘fight with men’. An example of such
an argument is the following comment by Margareta Winberg:
We should remain in the party and fight with the men in order to make the Social
Democrats push harder for the woman’s issue. We will engage in confrontation and
storm the men’s bastion, even though it might be tough. (Dagens Nyheter 21 February
1992, my translation)

The fact that such a scenario is now part of the mainstream can be understood from
another aspect of a romantic narrative. The expression “fight with men” contains a
double meaning which makes the notions fight with and fight against synonymous. In
this setting, and more so in relation to the threat of a women’s party, the declaration
of willingness to be in conflict with the men in the established parties also expresses
a will to communicate and be in a relationship with them. It is partly from such a
position that Winberg brings forward the dystopia against which her own demands
are formulated: if the established parties don’t take the question seriously the day will
come when women will “shrug their shoulders and say ‘men’…” (Expressen 13 April
1994). To give up on the men, symbolised in the debate by a separate women’s party, is
described as a more threatening scenario than picking a fight with them. The principle
of ‘every other seat’ is said to bring about a situation of conflict that places women
not only against men but also alongside them. Arguments that conflict will take place
inside the established parties, not across party lines (which is the kind of antagonistic
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divide that a women’s party would create), can be used to motivate the deviation from
the norm of gender equality (in Swedish ‘jämställdhet’ literally means: placed side by
side). In this way, we can see that the quota reform is put forward not only as a means
to increase the number of women in politics, but also as a reform to promote close
relationships between men and women.
Put differently: The limit of the desired scenario is the point where the conflicts
undermine the ideal of closeness.4 This can be understood in terms of a distinction
between what the political philosopher Chantal Mouffe calls agonistic and antagonistic
relationships (Mouffe, 2003). The first type of relationship describes a struggle between
opponents who meet in dialogue whereas the second type is used to describe a struggle
between enemies who seek to eliminate, rather than communicate with, each other. The
gender political ideals expressed in the debate can be described as an agonistic relation,
resting on two of the fundamental driving forces in politics – conflict and passion.
But while Mouffe argues for a separation between the private and the public sphere, it
is on the vague border between them that the debate on women’s representation takes
place. The passionate side of the gender relation loads the conflict in public life with
tensions from the intimate sphere.
Along with the arguments of gender conflict, an accentuated difference can even be
described as a condition that makes possible strong bonds between men and women.
An everyday description of this relationship is provided by the imagery of the magnet,
as an electric field with two poles that attract one another through difference and
whose tension is ultimately what holds the poles together. Another image is that of the
device “true love starts with a quarrel…”, which creates space for the interpretation of
confrontations as an expression of true (in the sense of being passionate) love.

A close relationship
A romantic narrative also makes possible other associations with the area of sexuality.
When it comes to gender and gender politics, political stands become something that
one can confess to. Playing the role of special agent, Margareta Winberg steps out into
the light as a feminist:
“Only a couple of years ago I rejected everything that was called feminism. It was
something for well educated elite women, professional opinion makers”, says Margareta Winberg, 45 years old. “I said: ‘no, I am not a feminist – I am a Social Democrat’
and was altogether quite prejudiced.”
Now she has reconsidered – the action programme she presents at the congress (of
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the Social Democratic Women’s Group) tomorrow is called a ‘Feminist action programme’. (Aftonbladet 5 August 1993, my translation)

The fact that it is possible to profess that one is a feminist must be understood in
relation to the core chord of the debate. The confession and the wardrobe do not, to use
Douglas Crimp’s words, exist “because of homosexuality, but because of a compulsory
and forced heterosexuality” (Crimp in Lindholm, 1996: 48). Regarded in such a way,
Winberg’s declaration shows how the norms of gender equality politics and the ideal
of consensus and co-operation work. The article is also interesting for other reasons.
The aesthetics is reminiscent of a forties’ secret agent movie and consists of a number
of accessories that we normally connect with a harsh masculinity. A black cape with
a collar pulled up around the neck, a hat that covers the forehead and a raised pistol
with the finger on the trigger. The heading says: “Crouch down ‘gubbar’ (old men), she
is reloading!”, whereas the article states: “On the war-path. For a long time Margareta
Winberg claimed that she was not a feminist, now she has reconsidered” (Aftonbladet
August 5 1993, my translation). Although she is a somewhat threatening feminist, it
is still apparent that Winberg wishes to engage in a relationship with the men in the
party. Her face is pointed towards and not away from them and her resistance has a
direction (“crouch down ‘gubbar’…”). Moreover, the pistol-muzzle is covered with
a red rose which can be interpreted as signalling a desire for a loving and maybe
even passionate encounter with the Social Democratic men (a red rose is also a party
symbol), rather than their elimination. The romantic undertone is also stressed by the
fact that reference is made to “Margareta’s men…” in the article heading. Moreover,
towards the end of the interview there is a paragraph on Winberg’s private life and
some anecdotes concerning the relationship with her husband and former member of
parliament for the Left Party, Jörn Svensson, about whom Winberg declares: “Jörn is
for sure a man!”
One day earlier, a similar article was published in Dagens Nyheter. Margareta
Winberg was also on this occasion the incarnation of the ideological shift, but in quite
a different way. The article is illustrated with a photograph showing a smiling Winberg
in a sunny summer meadow. The caption reads:
A feminist flower. Among oxeye daisies and cornflowers the head of the Social Democratic Women’s Group, Margareta Winberg, sticks her neck out with a feminist action
programme where 50-50 gender quotas, even at ministerial level, is one of the main
goals. She stresses that a gender perspective is as important today as a class perspective.
(Dagens Nyheter 4 August 1993, my translation)
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In other words, Winberg is a rather friendly “feminist flower”, who emphasizes that the
gender perspective is as important as, though not more so than, the class-based politics
that is pursued within the party. The two visualizations contain, as we can see, quite
different sets of symbols: a sunny and warm nature motive as opposed to a harshly lit
scene; a disarming smile against a pair of compressed lips; a bare and defenceless body
in contrast to a well-covered and armed one; and an accentuated femininity versus
a more masculine one. Also these different representations can be understood in the
light of a romantic imagery. Winberg’s conflict-based approach and consensus-based
approach can be seen as two means to achieve the same goal: a close relationship with
men. The images can be perceived as two sides of a story where the innocent childwoman in the meadow (consensus) and the more passionate woman with a pistol in
her hand (conflict) both express a desire to be in an encounter with the men in the
party. In the interview above, the well-armed Winberg says that the Social Democratic
Women’s Group could form its own party if the men in the existing one are not willing
to change. But in spite of the threat of distance, this feminist agent clearly still declares
that she wishes to continue to work inside the Social Democratic Party.
Drawing upon these images, one can claim that it is not the conflict between
women and men that is the most provocative and threatening part of the idea of a
women’s party, but rather the distance between men and women that such a gender
political form would create. To gather women together in a separate group brings about
not only a conflict, which as we have seen can partly be described as desired, but first
and foremost marks a distance and lack of interest. Viewed in such a way, the question
of women’s political presence also becomes a matter of distance and closeness. Maybe
we can even claim that in the light of a romantic discourse conflicts are prioritised, as
long as a close relationship between women and men is assured. Importantly, however,
the conflict-based argument is as already noted never stretched to the point where
it is used in favour of a women’s party. Without doubt, arguments for such a party
based on an idea of difference and conflict do exist, but these arguments never reach
the broad midfield in the debate, as the conflict-based argument that emphasizes
closeness does.
In that respect the debate can be described as a balancing act, not least for the
women’s groups within the established parties. In order to clear a way for their claims,
they must stress the importance of undertaking the necessary struggles – although
without stretching the argument to a point where it would motivate a women’s party or
a separatist organisation. The same thing can be noted in the discussions on men and
gender equality. Men are described as a possible threat to the achievement of gender
equality, but rather than making such arguments the ground for gender conflicts
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played out in the setting of a women’s party, they are used as claims for an even
closer co-operation between men and women in the established parties. The debate on
women’s representation thereby indicates the importance of a closer analysis of what
we at first sight can summarize as a discourse of conflict. This is important, not least
in relation to what is often said about Swedish gender politics. The debate discussed
in this chapter supports descriptions of Sweden as a case of gender conflict. But it
also shows that the discourse of domination and conflict is partly overlapped with a
romantic discourse and a notion of mutual agreement.

Gender quotas from threat to promise
When the gender quota was discussed in the official report from 1987 it was established
as a strategy that not only conflicted with democratic ideas (such as the importance of
the electorate), but also with ideals of gender equality as a range of policies that should
improve the situation for both women and men. Seven years later the gender quota is
no longer seen as a ‘women’s reform’ that discriminates against men, but rather as a
‘gender equality’ measure, which is to say a strategy that guarantees not only women’s
but also men’s position in political constituencies.
In order to understand this shift, this chapter argues that it is necessary to take
into account the forms in which the gender quota strategy is announced. In the official
report it was framed in terms of legislation, whereas norms and expectations on how
gender politics should be carried out were confirmed in the framing just before the
1994 election. It now appears as voluntary, and as something that the parties themselves
decide whether or not to use. More so, the discursive change is marked by the shift in
terminology from ‘quotas’ to ‘every other women’ (varannan damernas).
In conclusion, this chapter shows that a romantic narrative is present in the debate
on women’s representation in a way that frames the previously rejected quota measure
in a language that makes it more acceptable. From being viewed as a policy that
threatened ideals of gender balance and voluntarism in the public report from 1987,
in 1994 the gender quota is conceived of as a measure to undercut the threat of a
women’s party and as a strategy to guarantee co-operation between women and men.
This case thereby also demonstrates that the actual claims for visions of emancipation
are structured within relations of power. We have seen how two gender political
alternatives are counterposed: on the one hand, a women’s party based, in part, on
the notion of a common interest among women that is in conflict with the interests
of men and, on the other hand, a quota reform framed within a dominant Swedish
discourse of consensus and gender balance. Hence, gender politics can be described as
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a striving for gender equality, but also a struggle over the classifications and legitimacy
of certain world views as well as over the material resources needed for making political
changes possible. From the Swedish debate on women’s representation, we can see
that it is partly through taking a clear stand against the idea of a women’s party that
politicians such as Margareta Winberg can open the way for a quota reform. Once
again: the fact that the quota measure wins acceptance is a consequence of political
and discursive struggles, in which some visions and descriptions of the world gain
legitimacy while others fail.

Notes
1. This analysis is primarily based on an analysis of the media debate between the years 1991
and 1994. See Törnqvist 2006 for a more thorough discussion on the material.
2. This distinction also has consequences when talking about the ‘gender order’ as a consistent
structure. As an abstract idea, a ‘men’s society’ includes all men, whereas a ‘grabb society’ points
out and divides the problematically defined ‘grabbar’ from the desirable category of ‘men’. What
is described as a ‘guy’s society’ – or just guys – is a group of people without any clear dividing
lines between individual men. The ‘grabbar’ is described as a ‘big plug’, whereas ‘men’ are
sketched out as individuals. As we have seen, the category is defined in relation to age, but it is a
somewhat symbolic category: a ‘grabb’ can turn into a ‘mature man’ with the help of education
and responsibility without actually aging.
3. Žižek talks about the idea of the ‘Jew’ in anti-Semitic attempts to explain the fracture
between the imagery of a stable society and experiences of conflicts and demolished illusions.
4. In a reflection on the existential bounds of domination between men and women, Simone
de Beauvoir expresses the same idea in a dramatic way. In her version the gender relation can be
seen as a power order that ties the oppressed to the oppressor in a significant way. She writes: “The
proletariat could destroy the upper class, a fanatical Jew or coloured could dream of mastering
the secret of the atom bomb in order to create a totally Jewish or coloured world. Not even in
fantasy could women come up with the idea of exterminating men. The bounds that attach her
with her oppressor cannot be compared to anything else” (de Beauvoir, 1995: 15).
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INGRID GULDVIK

GENDER QUOTA DISCOURSES
IN NORWEGIAN POLITICS

Introduction
Worldwide we see an overwhelming consensus that the under-representation of women
in politics causes a problem for women’s full citizenship (Phillips, 1995). The relatively
low representation of women is seen as a democratic problem, both for women and
for society as a whole. Gender quotas have been used as a means to implement equal
political representation in order to change this systematic under-representation of
women and to secure equal results for women and men. Gender quotas are intended
to be used to increase the number of women in political life and thereby facilitate
women’s influence on politics.
Currently, 94 countries apply constitutional, electoral or political party quotas
(www.quotaproject.org). However, the use of gender quotas in favour of women
remains controversial (Squires, 1996; Jones, 1998; Bauer, 2000; Htun and Jones, 2000;
Weaver, 2000, Dahlerup 2006). This is also the case in Norway. The first gender quota
rules were included in the Norwegian Gender Equality Act of 1981.1 From 1988, the
legislation introduced a precise aim in that at least 40 per cent of the members of
publicly appointed committees, governing boards, councils, etc., are to be drawn from
each sex. To date, two such committees appointed by the Ministries of Defence and
Petroleum and Energy are still failing to fulfil the 40 per cent quota rule (Equality
and Anti-discrimination Ombud 2007).
In the political arena, five out of seven Norwegian political parties have adopted
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gender quotas for party positions. In spite of this, the gender composition of political
assemblies is still biased, especially at the local level. When we take a look at Norwegian
municipalities, we see that one out of three local councillors is a woman, as is one out of
four chairs of local standing committees and one out of six mayors. On average women
comprise 42 per cent of the standing municipal committees. But large variations are
apparent here, both between municipalities and committees. In 2003, 70 per cent of
the standing committees2 had more than 40 per cent women members. Yet 30 per cent
of the committees still consist of less than 40 per cent women members.

Studying gender quotas
“Gender quotas are necessary to increase the number of women in local politics”.
“Unambiguous quota rules spare the local politicians from the unpleasantness of having to
argue for more women in politics each time we shall compose a new committee.” “The idea
(behind gender quotas) is not social justice, but to enlarge the recruitment base”. “The gender
quota makes it impossible for the political parties to compose the committees the way they
prefer”. “The gender quota is a threat to democracy, because the electorate’s preferences will
be set aside”. “The gender quota is an attack against local autonomy”.

As the quotations above illustrate, discourses on gender quotas are complex and
manifold. Many discursive representations of arguments pro or contra quotas show
the simultaneous existence of different understandings of gender quotas, gender
equality policies and social justice. These representations create patterns of meaning,
which form different gender quota discourses. In this chapter I will investigate the
various constructions of gender quota by focusing on the question: How do Norwegian
politicians both at national and local levels construe the meanings of gender quotas? It is
interesting to focus on the variety of ways in which the meanings of gender quota are
constructed in local politics, both by the legislators at the national level and by those
who have to implement the rules at the local level, and to analyse whether there is a
correspondence between the discourses at the two levels. The various constructions will
influence both the development and the implementation of gender quota policies.
I characterise gender quota policies in terms of quota regimes because the quotas
include formal and informal aspects as well as a narrow and a broad approach. According
to a narrow approach, a regime is defined as a kind of formal state management, i.e. a
way to organise political power. It is a response to a struggle between different interests
(Østerud, 1996). In such a narrow approach the quota regime states what to include,

95

how to implement the regime and who the responsible actors are. In a broader approach,
a gender quota regime can be defined as a set of customary and voluntary regulations
that influence the quota discourses and practices (Ellingsæter, 2001). These are the
informal ways by which actors interpret and adapt formal regulations. The effects of
the quota regime on women’s political representation depend, firstly, on how the quota
regime is designed, and, secondly, on how the regime is interpreted and adapted by
those who have the responsibility to put the rules into effect. In this chapter, I will first
describe the formal rules of the quota regime of the Local Government Act according
to a narrow approach. Then I will outline and analyse the informal constructions of the
meanings of the gender quotas by national and local politicians in a broader approach.
Thereafter, I will discuss the different constructions of the meanings of gender quotas
by politicians at national and local level, in the light of theories of social justice.
The chapter builds on data from an investigation of the quota regime of the Local
Government Act (Guldvik, 2005). The study was carried out mainly using qualitative
methods.
Information about the discourses of politicians at the national level as they
developed, designed and adjusted the quota regime comes from text analysis of public
documents in the period 1990 to 2000.3 Case studies in five municipalities provide
information about the discourses of local politicians. The informants were local
political elites and members of the local election committees; these committees take
care of the electoral procedures. Eleven of the thirty-two informants were women and
twenty-one were men.
The informants were interviewed in focus groups. “Focus groups are group
discussions exploring a specific set of issues” (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999: 4). I
consider the focus group interview to be a fruitful method for understanding the
discourses among those party politicians with responsibilities for implementing the
quota regime, since the discourses are produced in exactly the same context as that
within which the politicians make their decisions. The interaction between the focus
group participants stimulates ideas, thoughts and opinions. They question one another,
they make corrections, they complement, confirm or try to persuade each other, and
sometimes they disagree (Guldvik, 2002a).
I apply a discourse analysis approach to interpret the texts of the documents and
interviews. Discourse is here defined as “language, concepts and categories employed
to frame an issue” (Bacchi, 1999: 2). The discourse analysis is inspired by Jørgensen
and Phillips’ approach to discourse theory (1999), which is characterized by its
understanding of the way in which discourses construe the meanings of the social
world, and how these meanings change due to the fact that language is unstable. I
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search for patterns in the texts, patterns that build on and refer back to theories of
social justice.

The Norwegian Local Government Act
What kind of formal regulations does the gender quota regime of the Local Government
Act include in terms of the content, implementation and actors of responsibility? First
and foremost, the Act includes a 40 per cent minimum quota for each sex. The quota
regime targets elections to the municipal standing committees and the executive board.
These standing committees have a strong influence on local politics in the Norwegian
context. The committees either have the competence to decide upon the distribution
of the budget in their policy field or they make proposals to the municipal council.
The members of the standing committees are elected mainly from among the members
of the local council, but other candidates can be elected as well. For example, if the
proportion of women on the local council is low, female committee members can be
elected from outside the council (Local Government Act). However, members of the
executive board can only be elected from among council members.
Elections of members to the standing committees and to the executive board are
conducted on the basis of a list of proposed candidates that is submitted to the election
committee by the political parties. If the election is for four or more seats, each sex
must comprise at least 40 per cent of candidates on the party list put forward for these
seats. If the election is for two or three seats, both sexes must be represented on the
list. If members of one sex would otherwise obtain less than 40 per cent of the seats
to be allocated on the basis of a party list with four or more seats to allocate, or if the
ranking of candidates on a list with two or three seats to allocate would otherwise lead
to one sex having no representation at all, candidates from the under-represented sex
are moved as high up the list as necessary in order to achieve a gender balance. For
elections to executive boards, which only consist of members of the municipal council,
these rules shall be followed, the Act states, as far as possible.
The implementation of the Act was assessed in several studies between 1993, when
it came into force, and the 1999 local elections. These studies showed that many local
political parties were quite creative in getting around the law. For example, some
political parties tended to submit two party lists in order to guarantee that they got
two male representatives – one from the top of each list to the elected body, instead of
one male and one female from a single list (Guldvik, 2002b). The studies also showed
that municipalities that had decided to elect committee members solely from the pool
of local council members (gjennomgående representasjon) had a lower share of women
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representatives in the targeted bodies than those municipalities that elected members
from a larger elective pool than that provided for by local council members (NIBR,
1995). This forced adjustments to be made between the formal quota regime and the
local political context. The political parties or groups represented in the elected body
are now allowed to submit only one list each and, if necessary, they also have to elect
members from a wider pool than that provided for by the local council members in
order to fulfil the requirements of the gender quotas to the letter.
The Local Government Act encompasses a paragraph on “supervision and control”
(§ 59). The Ministry of Local Government and Regional Development, through the
county governors, has the duty to provide information to the municipalities on the
rules concerning the implementation of gender quotas. In accordance with certain
criteria, the Ministry is required to check the legality of decisions made by municipal
councils. The Ministry also has a duty to annul a decision if errors with respect to
content have been made which render it invalid. The Act includes, in other words,
systems for the provision of information, the maintenance of control and the imposition
of sanctions by superior authorities. However, a study of the supervisory practices of
the county governors showed that supervision and control of the municipalities with
respect to this issue was in most cases minimal. The analysis shows that 7 out of the
17 county governors informed and/or supervised the municipalities to a high degree.
The majority, ten county governors, have been passive with respect to both information
and control (Guldvik, 2004).
The relative strength of formal regulations in the Norwegian gender quota system
lies in the narrow focus of its approach. Even though the gender quota regime of the
Local Government Act includes strong regulations, the authorities at a national and
local level have to interpret the regime broadly and practise discretion in applying it.
These informal constructions of meaning in respect of gender quotas will have a major
influence on whether or not the quota regime will have an impact on the number of
women in politics.

Discursive representations of gender quotas in politics
How do the politicians at a national and local level view gender quotas and assess
their potential impact on local politics? In this section I will present a variety of the
politicians’ own interpretations and representations of gender quotas. The constructions
that I document here are rooted in the informal interpretations of the politicians. The
analysis of the texts (interviews at the local level and documents at the national level)4
reveals 12 different representations of the local gender quota. These representations create
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patterns of meanings, which tend to form three types of discourse: the gender justice
discourse, the conditional gender justice discourse and the denial discourse. I present
the representations in order to follow these three main discourses, which I will explain
in greater detail later on.
1. Gender quotas as a relevant and efficient means to increase the number of women
in local politics. In this representation politicians highlight gender equality,
social justice, women’s interests and influence. National politicians construe the
gender quota as a necessary tool to achieve the goal of “gender equality in the
municipalities”. One female representative at the national level said that: “It is
both important and necessary to take decisions to strengthen gender equality in
the municipalities.” Furthermore, gender quotas are construed as the opposite of
the prevailing gender power relations. One politician stated that “The question is
whether you are prepared to do something so that both sexes can have an influence
on politics” (female, local level).
2. Gender quotas as a solution to the problems facing political parties. Some politicians
state that a quota rule will change the gendered power relations between women
and men. This will contribute to solving the problems the political parties face.
One female politician at the local level said that “It came as a relief that the
quota regulations are so clear. Unambiguous quota rules save local politicians the
unpleasantness of arguing for more women in politics each time we shall appoint
members to a new committee”. And a local male representative said: “Gender
equality policy is just like working with environmental policy. It takes time, but
sooner or later there will be a breakthrough. (…) Then the hard work by the
political parties to fulfil the gender quota rules is worth the trouble”.
3. Gender quotas as a form of support given by state feminists to women politicians at the
local level. According to feminist politicians at the national level (so-called state
feminists), experiences from the previous quota regime of the Gender Equality
Act show that women at the local level need special help from the national level
to gain equality: “A lot of politicians were preoccupied with the fact that the low
number of women in local politics is a problem. (…) The Local Government Act
provided a great opportunity for the rules regarding women’s representation at the
local level to be strengthened” (female, national level).
4. Gender quotas as a means to improve working conditions in politics. Because of the
gendered division of unpaid work, according to some of the politicians at the local
level, working conditions in politics also need to be changed to suit politicians
with caring responsibilities, such as childcare during council meetings, changing
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meeting times, etc. One female politician put it this way: “If we continue with a
40 per cent quota, the municipality has to organise things to facilitate women’s
participation. (…) I am thinking of such conditions as support for women, special
training, etc. The time pressure is tough when you have both paid work and
responsibilities for children, and additionally you have to do a proper job in
politics”.
5. Gender quotas as a means to make use of a larger recruitment base. In this repre
sentation quotas are not justified according to arguments of social justice, but
rather by reference to good practice, in that they are presented as a way to recruit
a sufficient number of representatives to keep local democracy in good shape.
According to the male leader of the national committee of the Local Government
Act, “The intention [behind the introduction of quotas] is to create democratic
arenas consisting of both sexes. The goal is not social justice, but the enlargement
of the recruitment base. (…) I am aware of the fact that this will create problems
at the local level, but it will force political parties to utilize the whole recruitment
base”.
6. Gender quotas as a problem for political parties. In this interpretation quotas are
construed as a problem because the parties cannot choose their representatives on
the basis of so-called merit, i.e. those defined as the most competent and motivated,
since the parties have to consider the quota regime. The following quotations
exemplify this attitude: “The quota rule becomes a burden once somebody
is elected who would otherwise not have been so without the quota rules (…)
[O]ne is then faced with the situation of having to elect persons who are either less
qualified for the position or not actually interested in it” (male, local level); and, “A
gender quota makes it impossible for the political parties to compose committees
the way they prefer” (male, national level).
7. Gender quotas as a threat to democracy. In this construction, democracy is understood
in terms of local autonomy, and some politicians do not regard gender equality
to be part of this concept of democracy. Quotas are construed as a hindrance to a
representation regime based on the practice of local council members making up
the pool of persons eligible for election to standing committees (gjennomgående
representasjon). Quota rules are seen to weaken local autonomy, both in respect
of the politicians and of the electorate. The following statement from a local male
politician is an example of this standpoint: “I don’t see that democracy is about
gender balance. Democracy means that each voter can elect whom he (sic) prefers,
whether it is a woman or a man. When the Act insists that we also have to take
gender balance into account, I think we leave democracy behind”.
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8. Gender quotas as a negative condition for women. According to some politicians,
representatives elected on the basis of quotas will be “shaky” and lacking in the
necessary self-confidence, hence the quota leads to a depreciation of women:
“Women would like to be elected on the basis of what they are, not on the basis of
their sex. The quota leads them to be seen as members of the B-team” (male, local
level); and, “It looks like there is a small group of feminists who believe that the
political interests of women will be advanced if women can force their way into
politics by the use of quotas. In my view, such rules impose a kind of psychological
handicap on women that will lead to a feeling of inferiority since they need a kind
of artificial respirator in order to do politics” (male, national level).
9. Gender quotas as irrelevant because gender is not a relevant political category. Politicians
at the local level, especially, tend to construct gender as a less important political
category than, for example, age, occupation, geographical location, political party,
etc. Two male representatives at the local level said: “If we should take gender into
consideration, we would have to set quotas for age, eye colour and postal address
as well”. And, “Our opinions on issues are not decided by whether we are women
or men. I think age and occupational background are more important”.
10. Gender quotas are irrelevant because we have already reached the goal of gender
equality. In this construction the gender quota is regarded as being irrelevant
because women’s representation already has increased satisfactorily. One male
member of the national committee preparing local government legislation said:
“It is a risky operation to legally establish a principle forcing political parties to
nominate a specific number of women and men for the voting lists”. One of the
reasons he gives for saying this is: “(…) favourable progress in the gender balance
(which) already has taken place”.
11. Gender quotas as discrimination against men. Discrimination is on the agenda only
when some politicians assert that the use of quotas to recruit more women means
discrimination against men. This construction takes as its point of departure the
assumption that the electoral process is more or less fair as it is and follows the
principle of merit. One male representative at the national level says: “If someone, a
woman for example, is given priority access to positions in politics only by virtue of
her sex, while someone else, for example a man, should experience discrimination
when it comes to his possibility to make a career in politics due to his sex, it is a
curiosity and not a particularly democratic one”.
12. Gender quotas as a threat to masculine hegemony. In this representation the data
showed recruitment procedures that I characterise as the principle of first choice.
This principle means that the political party which receives the highest number
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of votes has the right to pick the representative with the highest status in politics,
namely a male representative. Of course, not all parties would prefer a male
representative as first choice. But if they were to, and they were the largest party
in terms of their share of the vote, they would have the right to do so. Under such
circumstances, political parties with a smaller share of the vote would have to be
“satisfied” with a female representative. The principle of first choice places men
over women as political representatives in an impersonal and abstract way. The
following statement is an example of this: “The Conservative party claims they
have the right to choose a man due to the workings of proportional representation
in elections (forholdstallsvalget), but if we go through the voting lists, they would
see that they had to put forward a female representative” (male, local level). The
male politician is construed and naturalised as “the best political representative”.
From this point of view, it may be argued that gender quotas are seen by some
politicians as a threat to masculine hegemony in politics.
After this presentation of the various ways in which the meanings of gender quotas
are represented by national and local politicians, I will outline the theories of social
justice on which I build my typology of discourses.

Gender quota regimes – a means to parity of participation
My study of the Norwegian gender quota regime is inspired by Nancy Fraser’s theories
of social justice (1997, 2003). Her “general thesis (is) that social justice today requires
both redistribution and recognition. Neither alone is sufficient” (Fraser, 2003: 9).
The redistribution dimension focuses, for example, on the unjust distribution of
income, wealth, the division of labour, property and political positions. In contrast,
the recognition dimension draws attention to cultural injustices, which are rooted in
social patterns of representation, interpretation and communication. Recognition is
about status as equal participants in society.
A normative core to Fraser’s ideas of justice is the parity of participation, which means
that social justice requires social arrangements that permit all members of society to
interact with one another as peers. She points to two conditions essential for its realisation:
The objective condition to participatory parity is the distribution of material resources
– to which I will add political positions and power resources – to ensure participants’
independence and ‘voice’. Precluded from this condition are social arrangements that
deny some people the means and opportunities to interact with others as peers. The
intersubjective condition, on the other hand, requires institutionalised patterns of cultural
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value that express equal respect for all participants and ensure equal opportunity to achieve
social esteem. This precludes institutionalised norms that systematically depreciate some
groups of people and the qualities associated with them (Fraser, 2003: 36). The principle
of parity of participation corresponds with Anne Phillips’ ideas of “a politics of presence”
(1995: 25): “Most of the problems, indeed, arise (…) when ideas are treated as totally
separate from the people who carry them; or when the people dominate attention, with
no thought given to their policies and ideas. It is in the relationship between ideas and
presence that we can best hope to find a fairer system of representation, not in a false
opposition between one and the other”.
From a general point of view, a gender quota regime can be seen as an instrument
for achieving the parity of participation. On the one hand, the regime in itself is
an attempt to create a just procedure for achieving a more equal balance between
women and men in politics, and thereby to ensure female candidates independence
and voice. On the other hand, the implementation of the quota regime requires
institutionalised patterns of other cultural values that recognise gender as a relevant
political category, which means recognition of women’s citizenship on an equal basis
to men’s citizenship.
How can these theoretical dimensions be applied to the analysis of data? In
my opinion the objective condition, i.e. the redistribution dimension, is to promote
independence and voice by means of formal regulations according to the narrow quota
regime provided for in the Local Government Act: It is a regime which requires a
minimum quota of at least 40 per cent of each sex and which places a responsibility
on the national authorities to evaluate and make any adjustments deemed necessary
to enlarge the access of the under-represented sex. The Act also includes systems for
control and sanctions by national authorities. In the next section I will turn away
from the redistribution dimension and concentrate on the recognition dimension. The
intersubjective requirements necessary for ensuring equal opportunity in the achievement
of social esteem include the informal interpretations and discursive representations of
the quota regime that take place in the development and implementation processes.
The intersubjective requirements will include the complex and manifold discursive
representations used to argue for or against quotas. This is the broad approach to the
quota regime that highlights the diversity of interpretations by politicians.

Three main discourses
The discursive representations of politicians at the national and local levels revealed a
variety of arguments side by side. From a social justice perspective the variety of the
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data in the twelve representations presented earlier indicates three distinctive paths to
guide the analysis, or three types of discourse: A gender justice discourse, a conditional
gender justice discourse and a denial discourse.
The gender justice discourse is characterised by discussions on equality and justice
on the basis of gender, even if it does not necessarily have to support gender quotas as
a means to equality. This discourse addresses the gendered power relations in society,
the political relevance of gender and/or the recognition of women’s experiences and
interests. It presupposes an understanding of gender at both an individual, structural
and symbolic level. It is important to make an analytical division between these levels
and to envision the interplay between them if we want to make changes in gender
equality politics (Harding 1986).
Representations 1–4 above correspond with the gender justice discourse. Gender
quotas are construed as an effective means to increase the number of women in the
political sphere and as a solution to the problems experienced by the political parties
in the recruitment process. The gender quota regime is a “gift” offered by the national
level to the local level. The regime is also construed as a means of obtaining better
working conditions for politicians. Gender is seen as a relevant political category. The
gendered division of unpaid work is a theme in this discourse. The representations of
the gender quotas highlight justice in terms of a just distribution of power resources
and recognition of women’s interests and experiences. The discourse includes
understandings of gender, not only at the individual level, but also at the structural
level. At the symbolic level the gender justice discourse construes those who are against
the quota regime as being proponents of unjust power relations between women and
men. This discourse will contribute to a transformation of our understandings of
gender and power and/or to a changing of the power relations between women and
men.
The conditional gender justice discourse (betinget kjønnsrettferdighet) is a type of
discourse that promotes the use of gender quotas as a means to achieve gender justice
if – and only if – it either supports other desirable values or does not offend them.
Women’s political representation is construed as an important objective, but not as
important as, for example, local autonomy. Understandings of gender at structural
and/or symbolic levels are more or less absent in this discourse.
Representations 5–8 are examples of this discourse. If gender justice harmonises
with other desirable values, i.e. the political parties’ priority and local democracy, then
it has relevant value, if not, then gender equality as a value has to give way to that of
local autonomy according to this discourse. Skjeie and Teigen (2003) use the term
“vikeplikt” (literally: ‘duty to yield’) to refer to situations in which the gender equality
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objective has to give way to other supposedly “more important” political objectives. In
this discourse gender equality is construed as acceptable in general. The problem is that
gender equality hardly ever occurs in a vacuum; it has often to be assessed in relation
to other desirable values. If a gender quota benefits local democracy, or at least does not
harm local political autonomy, then it is accepted within the conditional discourse of
gender justice. Local autonomy and recruitment on the basis of the principle of merit
are the more favoured values. Gender is thus understood as an individual identity
and background. At the symbolic level gender equality is construed as important, but
not as important as local democracy and individual merits. The politicians, however,
worry about the “good names and reputations” of female representatives, therefore
they hesitate to recommend gender quotas. Power relations and gendered structures
in society are not themes that this discourse addresses. This gap between the ideas
of gender as an individual identity, on the one hand, and the understanding of the
gendered structures of the society, on the other, makes this discourse a conditional
one, and not a gender justice discourse. As Sandra Harding (1986) states, affirmative
action for women, in terms of gender quotas, will fail if the political actors do not
acknowledge that the gendered structures of society and its gendered symbols are as
(or more) responsible for the gender imbalances in politics as factors connected with
female candidates’ individual identity and background. The discourse is framed by
values like local democracy and merits, and the consequences may be the maintenance
of power relations and gender inequality. However, the discourse may be open to
affirmative strategies for change if feminists manage to move the discourse towards a
radical version of gender justice.
The third type of discourse is a denial discourse (Dryzek, 1998). This means that
gender is construed to have little or no relevance as a political category, or that questions
of gender justice are kept off the political agenda. From the perspective of gender justice
and parity of participation, this discourse is discriminatory and thus an expression
of injustice. The discourse frames the gender quota issue in contrast to that which is
considered to be gender justice (Hagelund, 2003). The gendered imbalances in politics,
and the gendered power structures of society, are not taken into consideration within
this discourse.
In my view representations 9–12 fall into this kind of discourse. Gender quotas are
construed as irrelevant or else gender has no more relevance than age, occupational
background, etc. When gender is kept off the political agenda, (male) politicians are
spared the trouble of taking responsibility for themes like gender and power. And
they are spared the need to name men as a political category. This finding is similar
to the one arrived at in Maud Eduards’ study of Swedish politics (Eduards, 2002).
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A gender quota is also construed as not necessary because gender equality is already
going in the right direction. This is what Skjeie and Teigen (2003) call “the travelling
metaphor”. This construction of gender quotas serves to draw attention away from
those things that are necessary for the achievement of gender equality at the local
level, and at the same time serves to conceal the real theme of the debate. The gender
quota regime is construed as being discriminatory in respect of individual men. The
gendered structures of society and the norms of social justice at the collective level are
not themes addressed within this discourse. From a feminist point of view the principle
of first choice tends to embody a strong expression of discrimination against women. At
the symbolic level gender quotas are construed in connection with extremely negative
values, for example as “an insult to women”, “insane” and “a parody of democracy”.
The preservation of power relations and gender inequality are among the consequences
of this discourse.

Different constructions of gender quotas at different levels
The gender quota discourses vary at the national and local level. The gender justice
discourse has a hegemonic position at the national level. A majority of national
politicians (i.e. MPs) construe the debate over gender quotas as a discourse on gender
justice. These politicians highlight the fact that women’s experiences and interests
have gained recognition as important political inputs and they address the gendered
structures of society. The focus on gender justice is also the reason why the quota
regime is included in the Local Government Act. A minority, mostly politicians from
the right wing Progress Party, however, construe gender quotas from the perspective
of a denial discourse.
At the local level, among those who have the responsibility to implement the regime,
the discourses are more ambiguous. The gender justice discourse is marginal at the local
level because a minority of the politicians, i.e. female politicians, specifically those in
high positions and representatives from the Socialist Left Party, see gender quotas in
a positive light. Most politicians at the local level, however, construe gender quotas
from the perspective of a conditional gender justice discourse. Within this discourse
the politicians float between different arguments. And in most cases, gender equality
has to give way to other favoured values. The denial discourse is, on the one hand,
marginal because a minority, mostly representatives from the Progress Party and the
Conservative Party, do not construe gender equality policies as a public issue at all.
At the same time, statements about gender quotas as negative for different aspects of
democracy are supported by a majority of local politicians. Politicians who construe
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gender quotas in a conditional way lean towards arguments from the denial discourse.
Therefore, the denial discourse gains greater influence than one would believe in a
Norwegian context.
National and local politicians stress these arguments in different ways. Generally
one would expect that national legislators have the liberty to be more normative in
their arguments, while those set to implement the Local Government Act at the local
level would behave more pragmatically. When it comes to implementation at the
local level, politicians have to find solutions that fit local contexts. I did not find
such a dividing line between a national normative orientation and a local pragmatic
orientation among women politicians. Female politicians at both national and local
levels position themselves mainly within a gender justice discourse. They stand for
the same normative values with regard to both legislation and implementation. It is
local male politicians who tend to be out of line with their political parties and/or
the national legislators. Local male politicians, from the Conservatives to the Social
Democrats, seem to construe gender quotas differently from politicians in their own
political parties at the national level. The exceptions to this divergent pattern of male
behaviour are to be found in the Socialist Left Party and the Progress Party, where
the discourses among female and male representatives are in concert at the local
and national level, as pro and contra gender quotas respectively. It is not unusual
that politicians from the same political party, but operating at different levels, have
different approaches to political issues. However, there are few political issues that
create such an almost absolute division between female and male representatives as
that of gender equality. Similar findings have been reported with respect to Swedish
politics (Wängnerud, 1998).
How can this gap between discourses at the local and the national level in a
majority of political parties be explained? I think one important reason for its existence
is that gender equality policies are developed to a lower degree in most Norwegian
municipalities today than was the case 15 years ago. As a result of the UN Year of
the Woman in 1975, the Norwegian municipalities developed a certain competence
on gender equality in politics. In 1992, three out of four municipalities had either
established equal status committees or passed these issues on to committees that had
other mandates (Guldvik, 1996). Mainstreaming was the credo in the Norwegian
context during the 1990s, as it was in many western countries. Some of the
consequences of mainstreaming were that gender equality policy lost its focus at
the local level. Thus, local politicians hardly reflect on or discuss gender equality
anymore. They are seldom concerned about, or confronted with, the principles of
gender equality and gendered power relations. Several studies in the 1990s have
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shown that the implementation of gender equality policies at the local level meets
resistance, partly because the actors involved oppose such policies (Halsaa, 1995;
Guldvik, 1996; van der Ros, 1997; Lotherington, 2002). In Parliament these themes
are actually discussed from time to time, and the Minister for Children and Equality
gives regular orientations about the state of affairs in respect of gender equality goals,
policies and measures.

Conclusions
The focus group interview proved to be a productive method for uncovering ambiguous
constructions of gender quota at the local level. The dynamics of the interview process
provided rich descriptions of gender quotas as a phenomenon, and also showed how
most of the discourses were framed by negative constructions of gender quota. These
constructions focused on the consequences of the gender quota regime for issues of
local democracy. This hegemonic and adverse discourse makes it hard for its proponents
to go beyond the negative constructions and endorse gender quotas. Only female
representatives in high positions, for example one mayor and one deputy mayor in
the same focus group, managed to frame the discourse on the basis of ideas of gender
justice. Gender quotas are such a controversial theme in local politics in Norway that
it is nearly impossible to construe this theme in a positive manner.
The interpretation of the gender quota regime of the Local Government Act by
actors at the local level does not favour gender equality and women’s representation,
at least not if gender comes into conflict with other democratic values. The effect of
this dominant discourse at the local level is that women are valued as substitutes in
local politics. Women suffer gender-specific forms of subordination through political
exclusion or marginalization in the public sphere and deliberative bodies at the local
level. They are denied full rights and access, and thus equal protection of citizenship.
These harms constitute, according to Fraser (2003), injustice and lack of recognition.
The formal rules of the gender quota regime in a narrow approach are necessary, but not
sufficient to change gender imbalances in local politics. The informal interpretations
make it hard to fulfil the aims of the gender quota regime. This broader approach of
the gender quota regime, as informal customary and voluntary regulations, reveals
that the power to change the regime is limited.
The challenge is that the implementation of the quota regime, which was decided
by the national authorities, has to take place at the local level where men dominate
positions of political power to a large degree. “The probability, then, may be seen as
quite high, that men – in the municipalities as well as in other contexts of society – tend
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to act in ways that prevent or obstruct the implementation of this policy rather than
promote it” (Pincus, 2002: 195). The Norwegian Parliament developed a quota regime,
but they left the responsibility for implementation to the local level. The regime will
then be modified on the basis of the actors’ understandings and interpretations. The
paradox is that the implementation of gender equality has to take place in institutions
where male dominance in senior positions is stronger than in Parliament. Attitudes
towards gender quotas in politics are far more positive at the national elite level than
among actors at lower levels, and among women than among men (Skjeie and Teigen,
2003). Many of the local level actors in my study did not consider gender to be a
relevant political category. Only a minority, mainly women politicians, use arguments
of gender equality and social justice as reasons for women’s political representation.
Gender and social justice are not central considerations among most of the local actors
involved.
The development and implementation of gender quotas is a complicated business.
The analyses reveal the struggles that have taken place to establish the meaning of
gender quota. The representations vary from considering gender quotas as a just and
effective means for women’s political representation to gender quotas as a threat to
masculine hegemony and local democracy. The various representations form discourses
that try to occupy, or to gain a foothold, in the same discursive terrain. The struggles
reflect the fact that the political relevance of gender is at stake. And it is obvious that
the multiplicity of discourses has consequences for social practices and the effects of
the quota regime.

Notes
1. The Act directed that both sexes should be represented in public committees, but it did
not require a minimum quota.
2. That is to say the main political standing committees at the local level, such as the
committee for health and social care, the committee for school and daycare issues, culture and
economic development.
3. Official Norwegian Report (NOU), Proceedings of the Storting (stortingsforhandlinger),
White Paper (Stortingsmelding), The Local Government Act, etc.
4. Quotations from the national level build on documents resulting from the parliamentary
debates.
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MALIN RÖNNBLOM

DE-POLITICISING GENDER?
Constructions of Gender Equality
in Swedish Regional Policy
The truth is, we can no longer afford to be patriarchal, to be sexist, and to discriminate.
In order to make economic progress we need social progress. The work, the creativity, and
the decision-making capacity of women are desperately needed in order to make Swedish
business and society competitive.
(Ingvar Carlsson, in Men on Men, 1995: 7)
An increased focus on gender equality in the recruitment processes gives an optimal use
of available resources. Through an increase in the basis for recruitment to include both
women and men the possibilities of finding the best person for the job increases. Thus, the
productivity and the profitability of the companies increase.
(Gender equality and profitability,
NUTEK, R 1999: 19: 6–7, my translation)
Promoting a change in traditional gender roles, so that women are increasingly able to
share the benefits of regional enlargement, has an intrinsic value and can also strengthen
the competitiveness of trade and industry.
(Strong Regions: For National Growth in a Global Economy,
NUTEK, 2002: 26)

What is the goal of politics?1 Is it to handle conflicts, to create a good society, to deliver
services to citizens, or to allocate resources and common goods? How we answer this
question is closely connected to how we understand and define politics, as well as to
our choice of analytical approaches. In this chapter, where the ambition is to scrutinise
constructions of gender equality in Swedish regional policy, politics will be treated
more as a verb than as a substantive. Politicisation and de-politicisation are seen to
constitute an important dimension in the analysis of how gender equality (and gender)
is produced in a time of change in the forms of government.
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During the last twenty years, there has been a shift in how politics is carried out,
maybe especially in relation to territorial changes. Through processes of internatio
nalisation and globalisation the status of the nation state has changed and politics has
become a more free floating process. As a consequence, the nation state is put under
pressure and new forms of governing develop. This process of change is described as
going from government to governance, i.e. going from strictly institutionalised and
hierarchical forms of doing politics to looser and more network-based ways, where
new actors are also invited to participate (see Heywood, 2002; Rhodes, 2002). My
understanding is that the shift from government to governance also implies a shift
in the content of politics – in overall political ideology, where economic growth
increasingly stands out as the unquestionable goal of politics. Nikolas Rose places
this shift in the context of ‘advanced liberalism’, by means of which he highlights the
reconstruction of social behaviour into an economic logic (Rose, 1999). Parallel with
this shift, gender mainstreaming has emerged on the political scene as the dominant
strategy of implementing gender equality policy.2
While my main focus in this chapter is to analyse the constructions of gender
and gender equality in Swedish regional policy, I also intend to draw attention to the
relation between governance and gender mainstreaming as a means of placing gender
mainstreaming within the context of contemporary changes in the way that politics
are institutionalised. In other words, it is important to discern the relation between
changing forms of politics and the overall political goals (cf. Teghtsoonian, 2004).
What is politics represented to be, to use a phrase from Carol Bacchi (Bacchi, 1999),
and do the dominant representations of politics affect the possibilities that exist for
addressing questions of power and discriminatory practices in different policy fields?
In contemporary Sweden, the policy field of gender equality has a strong position
on the agenda of established politics – both in individual and collectivistic terms.
The meanings of the concept as it is articulated in official documents are many and
various, although the extent of conflict expressed in these understandings is a more
uncertain issue.
The dimensions of power and conflict are in my view crucial to an understanding
of what politics is all about. According to the political scientist Maria Wendt Höjer
(2002), three prerequisites are needed if an issue is to be politicised: articulation in the
public/political arena, collective formulation (in contrast to individual formulation)
and formulation in terms of conflict (through opposition or in terms of separate
interests). This understanding of politics will guide my analysis. Using the “What’s
the problem?” approach developed by Carol Bacchi (1999), my intention is to focus
on how gender equality is constructed in regional policies, which understandings of
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gender are included in those constructions and what this means in terms of gender
equality being politicised in this policy field.
There are several reasons for choosing regional policy as a case for analysis. It
is a policy area where national political ambitions meet local politics on a political
level, the importance of which is increasing, not least in a European Union context.
More and more political issues are included and articulated in regional policies –
from communication, employment and economic growth to social welfare, education
and culture. Regional policy is also an area where new ideas of governance, here
articulated in the form of regional partnerships, have been explicitly implemented.
Finally, there is quite a long tradition in Swedish regional policy of dealing with what
in the 1980s was called women’s issues and from the mid 1990s onwards became known
as gender equality issues. In other words, regional policy is an area within which it is
possible to find some experience of including aspects of a gender or gender equality
perspective. Traditionally, Swedish regional policy has been concerned with issues
such as infrastructure and encouraging big business to establish production plants in
sparsely populated areas. In recent years, however, there has been a shift away from
focusing on assisting ‘weak regions’ suffering from, for example, a decline in their
industrial base and outward migration, towards promoting growth and vitality in the
whole of Sweden (SOU 2000:87; prop. 2001/2:4; Ds 2002:34, SOU 2000:36).
The empirical material analysed in this chapter consists mainly of national policy
documents, the main reason for this being my interest in how gender equality is
produced when national policy is formulated. I have also chosen to focus on one, main,
feature of regional policies, namely the establishment of regional growth agreements
and programmes together with regional growth partnerships. This means scrutinising
documents produced both by the government and by the main national agencies in this
policy field – ITPS (The Swedish Institute for Growth Policy Studies) and NUTEK
(The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth). Regarding the content of
regional policy, I have especially focused on the latest two White Papers. I have also
included documents from The Swedish ESF (European Social Fund) Council which is
the authority responsible for the implementation of the programmes Objective 3 and
Equal, which covered the period 2000 to 2006.
Both theoretical discussions of the concept of gender mainstreaming and empirical
studies on how gender mainstreaming has been implemented in different policy areas
have been growing fields of research since the late 1990s (see, for example, Social
Politics, vol. 12, no. 3, 2005; and Journal of Gender Studies, vol. 15, no. 1, 2006; both
special issues on gender mainstreaming). In spite of this, I believe that there are too
few studies of how gender mainstreaming interplays with the constructions of politics,
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although there are some studies that try to fill this gap (see Bacchi and Eveline, 2003
and 2005, and Theghtsoonian, 2004). In politics, as well as in research, I believe
that the content of gender mainstreaming is often taken for granted in the sense
that “we know what we want to achieve”, and that is “more gender equality”. My
understanding starts from the need to also regard gender equality as a political goal
that is constantly being produced and filled with meaning. In other words, this is not
a self evident feminist goal that we all can agree on. It is also important to recognize
that constructions of gender mainstreaming and gender equality constitute different
understandings of gender, race/ethnicity, class and sexuality. What is it that should
be mainstreamed? And what is it that should be filled with meaning, i.e. what term is
to be used? In the Swedish context it is “gender equality” that is to be mainstreamed
or integrated, a way of framing the mainstreaming strategy that differs from the
more common usage of “gender” mainstreaming. This could be a difference grounded
in language, in context or in both. I believe that it is worth noting that there is a
political goal – not a societal dimension or category – that is to be mainstreamed.
What this means cannot be answered in the scope of this chapter, but is relevant in
comparative analyses of gender mainstreaming, and it is also a reason why I use the
phrase “integrating gender equality” in the text instead of the more common “gender
mainstreaming”.
The discussion, among both researchers and practitioners, on the fruitfulness – and
the substance – of gender mainstreaming has been extensive (see for example, Verloo,
2004; Bacchi and Eveline, 2003; Mazey, 2001; Rees, 1998). Clearly, a full inclusion
of a gender perspective in all policy making could be seen as a profound, structural
change. Yet given that society is seen as pervaded by dimensions of power, of which
gender is one, the difficulties of implementing gender mainstreaming are seen as huge.
These disagreements also relate to the question of whether a neo-liberal political culture
and gender mainstreaming should be seen as opposed or congruent. Whereas, for
example, Teresa Rees (1998) argues that mainstreaming has a potential to transform
organisations in “a gender equal way”, i.e. also political institutions, Carol Bacchi and
Joan Eveline (2003) maintain that gender mainstreaming goes hand in hand with neoliberalism and thus does not necessarily imply a challenge to institutional norms.
In the next section I will address the form of institutionalisation of Swedish
regional policies and I will then move on to the content of the policy field. In the
penultimate section I bring some of the earlier analyses together by pinpointing one
theme that has appeared in the earlier analyses – the knowledge discourse. In the
last section, both the content and the form of policies are discussed in the theoretical
framework of politicisation.
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Meanings of gender equality within the new form
of regional policies – regional partnerships
During the second half of the 1990s, the Swedish government launched a new agenda
for regional policies (Prop. 1997/98:62). Through regional growth agreements (in 2001
changed to regional growth programmes) the government aimed to create a more
holistic regional policy, not least through increased co-operation between the different
bodies responsible for measures promoting growth and employment at local, regional
and national levels. The direction of the growth agreements was to be guided by
the demands of business and the local and regional requirements for measures to
promote growth and employment, and the involvement of representatives of business
and industry was regarded as crucial. Gender equality between women and men, as
well as social and ecological aspects, should also be taken into consideration. Later,
in 2001, this demand was reformulated in terms of promoting “sustainable growth”
meaning that three dimensions of growth – the economic, the ecological and the social
– should be ascribed the same status (Prop. 2001/02:4).
From the start, these new policies of regional growth and development were
accompanied by new institutional forms. So-called regional partnerships were launched
as the new way of doing politics at the regional level. Regional growth partnerships
were set up in all the Swedish regions in 1998 and they were given the responsibility
for producing the growth agreements for the region (Prop. 1997/98:62), with the aim
of mobilizing all the positive forces at the local and regional levels to achieve growth
and employment.
The idea of partnerships as an organisational form for both creating and implementing
regional policy originates from the European Union, and the partnership idea is an
important element in a number of EU initiatives and programmes (Westholm et al.,
1999). Although partnerships are increasingly being established in different contexts as
a form for the organising of politics, there is no common understanding of the concept.
On the contrary, you could say that vagueness is one of its main characteristics,
although features like collaboration and consensus building between equal partners
from both the public and the private sector in a certain territory are aspects that
distinguish partnerships (see Lindström, 2005, and SOU 2006:04). Research has also
illustrated the quite different forms assumed by the regional partnerships that have
been established in connection with the new regional development policy (Svensson
and Östhol, 2000).
The arguments put forward by the government when initiating regional partnerships
as a new form of governing within regional policies could be traced to three main
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points; the first one is about efficiency in coordinating different state actors in relation
to regional and local actors – especially private business. The second argument is
connected to the first, and focuses on the need to use all the available resources. What
should be seen as a contribution is not defined; rather the government stresses that all
good resources in a region should co-operate in order to create “the strong region”. In
this context, private companies are highlighted as important actors in the partnerships.
The third argument involves a ‘twist’ on the second, and it is about bringing in – in
my words – a dimension of democracy in this new form of working with regional
partnerships. Here, the emphasis is on inclusion, meaning participation of all actors
in a region. The involvement of as many citizens as possible is put forward as crucial
for the development of the region (Ds 2000:7, PM from the Ministry of Industry,
Employment and Communication, 1998-05-06; see also Prop. 1996/97:62).
The starting point is that decisions should be made by those concerned, that the responsibility should be placed locally and regionally and that as many people as possible
should be involved. (Ds 2000:7, foreword)

The key actors highlighted in the initial government decisions, and also stressed as
important in later documents, were private companies, state agencies and regional and
local authorities like the county councils and municipal executive boards. However,
representatives from non-profit organisations are also seen as important actors, and
in the latest White Paper on regional policy (prop. 2001/02:4; see also Government
resolution, 2002-11-14, no.12, Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communication)
the government stressed the importance of broadening the partnerships by, for
example, including competence from areas like the environment, gender equality,
integration, diversity and youth issues. Accordingly, the regional stakeholders (public,
private and voluntary actors) are to come together, through the partnership, to produce
a common strategy. This is seen as having the advantage of enabling, for example, the
representatives of different interests to get to know one another, gain insights into each
other’s ‘worlds’ and obtain a better understanding of how the others think and work,
and in this way achieve a better result (Prop. 1997/98:62).
Regional partnerships have generally been well received by the dominant Swedish
actors, and partnerships are strongly promoted as part of the new regional policy
(see Bache and Olsson, 2001).3 The Commission of Inquiry on the Organisation of
Regional Growth (SOU 2006:3) underlines the importance of regional partnerships
in the continuing efforts to create sustainable growth in the regions. Here, the main
emphasis lies on getting different actors to co-operate while the democratic dimension
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of the partnership idea is more or less ignored. This is a general trend when regional
partnerships are discussed in state documents and investigations. Issues of efficiency,
co-operation and co-ordination between different actors are the focus of attention,
while the idea of partnerships as a form of organising politics is often described as
consisting of actors of equal status (Lindström, 2005).
Emphasis is put on the importance of equal representation of men and women
in the regional partnerships, and this argument is often connected to the ambition of
integrating gender equality. In the government’s guiding principles for the Regional
Growth Programmes it is said that the regional partnerships should reflect the different
groups involved in the work with sustainable growth, and that increasing the number
of women in the partnerships is regarded as important in order to reach an equal
distribution between women and men. Local and regional resource centres for women,
together with the gender equality experts at the county councils, are also identified
as important actors in the partnerships in order to include the dimension of gender
equality (Supplement to government decision, 2002-11-14, no.12, Ministry of Industry,
Employment and Communication).
However, despite the emphasis on women’s participation in the partnerships and
in the production of the strategy documents, the situation has been characterized by
considerable difficulties.4 The government report on the evaluation of the first year of
the regional growth agreements (Ds 2001:15) states that none of the regional partnerships
have appointed “a sufficient number of women”. The need to include competence in the
area of gender equality in the partnerships is mentioned in the second evaluation report
(Ds 2002:34). In the evaluation following the fourth year, these issues are still mentioned
as problems that need to be addressed (Report, Ministry of Industry, Employment and
Communications, 2004).
It has been suggested that despite problems concerning transparency and account
ability, partnerships have meant that processes and issues that were previously decided
out of the public eye have now been brought into the public arena and politicized
(Ds 2001:59). At face value this can appear to be a favourable development. However,
there is a risk that the partnerships function to legitimize and reinforce these decisionmaking processes. It may simply be that the same actors continue to dominate or even
have their position strengthened. Partnerships in themselves cannot alter the existing
power structures; they reflect them and may even reinforce them. There is a risk that
the traditional hierarchies do not disappear in the regional growth partnerships but
rather become more amorphous and more difficult to confront. It is interesting to note
that this emphasis given to a democratic dimension in the partnerships is not visible
in the three evaluations that followed the 2001 report (see the next section).
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This organising of regional policies in partnerships does not include any mechanism
for dealing with conflicts between different actors (see also Hudson and Rönnblom,
2007). In contrast, the partnership could be described as reinforcing the notion of
consensus in politics – a notion with a strong tradition in a Swedish context. The
process of producing a strategy in the partnerships becomes one of convincing others
to accept one’s own view of what is important and beneficial for the development of
the region and bargaining, for example, over the content of the growth agreement
and the types of projects to be funded (Hudson, 2002). This is obviously easier if one
is negotiating with like-minded individuals who share the same values, interests and
norms.
A discussion of why “gender equal representation” should be seen as important
is lacking in this discussion of regional partnerships, although it is possible to find
arguments that are linked to the idea of men and women representing different views
and values. With gender equal representation a “balance” between women and men
could be reached. An emphasis on women’s representation is also used as a way of
integrating gender equality into the process of formulating the growth agreements/
programmes. In this way, the integration of gender equality in the regional partnerships
becomes the same as increasing the number of women in order to reach a “gender
balance”. But is this interest in including women based on a notion of representation
or a notion of participation? Are women in the partnerships seen as representing
(other) women, gender equality issues or “just” themselves? Of course, the focus on
representation (and participation) relates to the general discussion on the representation
of women in politics, where both the political arguments as to why this is important
and the researchers’ interpretations of these arguments are shifting. My conclusion is
that the integration of gender equality in the regional partnerships turns out to (re)
produce a gendered balance discourse where gender equality comes to mean equal
numbers of women and men. Due to the lack of instruments for handling opposition
and (political) conflict, this discourse does not create possibilities for politicising the
societal relations of gender.

Meanings of gender equality in the context of regional policy
Since the late 1980s, regional policy in Sweden has to some extent been explicitly
gendered, and by this I mean that questions concerning “women”, “gender equality”
and “gender mainstreaming” have been on the agenda. In the 1994 Governmental
White Paper on regional policy, the Swedish government launched the idea of
creating regional resource centres for women in all counties/regions. This was the
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result of eight years of lobbying by both women’s groups and femocrats (Bull, 2001).
These centres were given the task of increasing women’s influence in the regions and
strengthening their position in society. Locally, regionally and nationally, in other
words, this represented quite a broad mandate (NUTEK, 1998; see also Rönnblom,
2002). Resource centres for women had a special focus on women in rural and sparsely
populated areas, and I regard the establishment of resource centres for women as a
good example of gender equality activities in the early and mid 1990s – a time when
special efforts for promoting women became quite common.
In the initial process of initiating a “new” regional policy in Sweden, gender
equality was presented as one of two horizontal dimensions that should be included
in the whole policy area (Prop. 1997/98:62). Together with an ecological dimension,
gender equality should always be regarded in all stages of policy-making within this
policy field, a statement that coincided with the general implementation of gender
mainstreaming in Swedish politics. Instead of creating special projects in order to
promote women’s issues and positions, gender equality should be mainstreamed and
become a part of the policy field as a whole.
In the latest White Paper on regional policy published in 2001, A policy for growth
and vitality in the whole country (Prop. 2001/2:4), the political ambition of sustainable
growth was strongly promoted, and gender equality was transformed from a horizontal
goal into being a part of one of three dimensions of sustainable growth, the social
dimension. This dimension was to be given equal political status with both the
economic and the environmental dimensions, and together these dimensions were to
create sustainable growth. It is far from self-evident how gender equality’s transition
from horizontal goal to part of the social dimension of sustainable growth should be
interpreted. Should this be seen as completing a process whereby gender equality has
moved from being “special efforts on behalf of women” to being an integrated part
of regional growth policies? One way of answering this question is to scrutinize how
gender equality has been integrated in this latest White Paper on regional policy.
In the first part of the White Paper, fifteen areas of importance for regional
development are listed, and gender equality policy is one of these areas. Here, stress is
placed on the importance of making both men’s and women’s conditions, needs and
interests visible and also of implementing this perspective through concrete action when
working with the regional growth agreements (one of the main instruments for the
creation of regional development and growth). The need to increase the representation
of women in the regional partnerships is also mentioned as well as a call for improved
methods and education in gender equality. Competence is presented as a key concept
and new strategies for women’s entrepreneurship together with projects that break with
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the traditional divide between men and women in the labour market are highlighted
as important tools for “increasing gender equality”. In this section, where gender
equality is discussed explicitly as an important policy area for regional development,
gender equality is constructed as an overall problem related both to differences in the
needs and interests of women and men and to the issue of representation. Gender
quality is also presented as a problem that concerns lack of competence and where
activity and change is needed. Although power relations between men and women
are not mentioned explicitly, the discussion of different interests could be interpreted
as a kind of recognition of gendered power relations in society. In my view, although
quite short, this section of the text provides some tools for integrating gender equality
in regional policy.
In the later sections of the White Paper, where the new policy is presented in
more detail, one could then expect to see some traces of the earlier discussion of the
importance of gender equality measures. It is also here that we find a presentation of
how to work with gender equality in regional policy:
In the practical work, above all two methods are used in order to reach the goal of gender equality politics. On the one hand, mainstreaming, i.e. the integration of the gender equality perspective in all analyses of society and on the other, particular efforts
directed specifically at women. (Prop. 2001/02:4: 98)

Despite the fact that this was the second White Paper on regional policy where an
integration of gender equality was articulated, it is difficult to discern any ambitions
for the implementation of something that could be called a gender equality perspective.
Reference is made to “women” in relation to representation in regional partnerships in
a special section regarding support to women’s resource centres and also several times
in relation to the need for special measures to increase women’s entrepreneurship,
especially in rural areas. In these contexts, women are presented as being either in need
of extra support or as an additional resource that is needed if the goal of creating regional
development and growth is to be reached. Apart from these gendered exceptions, the
text talked of people and citizens, of actors, businesses and entrepreneurs. Subject
positions explicitly articulating men, such as male entrepreneurs, were not to be
found in the text. It is also difficult to conclude that the initial intention of giving
the three dimensions of sustainable growth – economic, ecological and social – the
same status in regional development has been achieved. While the ecological and
social dimensions are presented together in the introduction of the White Paper, these
dimensions are not, in contrast to the economic dimension, articulated when the new
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policy is made explicit in terms of measures and strategies. It is difficult to discern how
the ecological and the social dimensions are to be implemented. Instead, economic
growth is given a privileged position and a hierarchical relationship is created between
the three dimensions, placing economy on top, ecology in the middle, and the social
dimension last.
Moreover, when gender, ethnicity and age are articulated in relation to how
regional policy should be implemented “groups”, like women, immigrants and youths
are created as static categories, an approach that limits the possibilities of recruiting
more complex subject positions, for example in highlighting how the agency of young,
immigrant women is circumscribed.
To sum up, the principal approach to gender equality in regional policy is still to
undertake special measures on behalf of women, both by explicitly giving means to
women’s resource centres but also through implicitly constructing gender equality in
terms of special measures directed towards women. Women are either presented as
being in need of support, for example, in order to become entrepreneurs, or as resources
that society cannot afford to disregard. In these constructions, gender equality is
seen as a problem related to women. Women are either constituted as deviant or as
a resource for regional development; but both constructions place “the problem of
gender equality” mostly on women, and it is not constructed as a problem for “ordinary
politics”. Thus rather than occupying an active place in the creation of regional policy,
women become objects of regional measures.
In the field of regional policy in Sweden, government authorities such as ITPS and
NUTEK are to a large extent involved in the shaping and creating of the policy field.
Not least, they have a responsibility to assist national and regional administrators and
politicians in implementing national policies. These authorities could be described as
“translators” of the government’s overarching policy formulations.
Several policy documents produced by the regional policy authorities NUTEK
and ITPS also illustrate how the economic dimension of growth is ranked highest
for creating strong and sustainable regions (see, for example, NUTEK, 2002; and
NUTEK, 2004). Ecological growth and social growth are constructed as results of
economic growth – not as dimensions of parallel importance. NUTEK has launched
the phrase “strong regions” as the buzz word in programmes and initiatives in regional
development. Strong regions are discussed in relation to clusters and innovation
systems placed in the production and management sector, and growth is to a large
extent defined in terms of increase of economical surplus. This hierarchical ordering
of growth dimensions more or less reduces the integration of gender equality to a
consequence of economic growth, where economic growth is regarded as gender neutral.
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The traces of the initial governmental demand for a gender equality dimension that
is to be found in the NUTEK reports on regional development and strong regions are
limited to a few examples where women, together with immigrants, are targeted as a
group that could make a contribution in the creation of sustainable growth:
A sustainable economic growth and strong regions depend on good conditions for individuals to realise their ideas and innovations. For this reason, the concept of diversity
is also central in regional development work. In this context diversity means a plurality of persons regarding gender, ethnicity, knowledge, experience, age and sexual orientation. (NUTEK, 2004: 25)

This quotation also illustrates the individual framing of gender and ethnicity. As was
the case with the presentation of gender equality in the White Paper that I discussed
earlier, the meanings of gender equality vary between the need to support women and
the need not to lose the potential women represent when it comes to attempts to create
strong regions and regional development. Both these constructions leave women with
limited room for agency and, more importantly, they exclude “ordinary politics” from
scrutiny. There is for example no discussion of how “the old regional development
work” needs to change in order to include these “Other” groups.
Going through the governmental evaluations of the regional growth agreements and
programmes (also discussed in the earlier section), the articulation of “the problem of
gender equality” seems to change from small to almost redundant during the first three
years, after which it appears on the agenda again. The evaluations are predominantly
built on surveys distributed to the members of all the regional partnerships and carried
out by the Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communications (the first four
years) and NUTEK (the last two years). In the first evaluation of the regional growth
agreements, the dimensions of gender equality and ecology are singled out as two
areas where the policy has failed, and the government underlines the importance of
these dimensions in the years to come (Ds 2000:7). It is also established that although
the demand to include gender equality has failed, all regions are aware of this failure
and the need to intensify efforts within this field. In the second evaluation, it is just
stated that a large majority of the members in the regional partnerships feel that
their knowledge and understanding of gender equality issues has not increased (Ds
2002:34).
In the third evaluation, there are no longer any comments related to horizontal goals,
dimensions or demands. Instead, the text talks about sustainability and aspects of
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sustainability, and in this context gender equality is mentioned as an example together
with ecology and integration (Ds 2003:43). Furthermore, as a reader you get the
impression that the establishment of the concept of sustainable growth has downplayed
issues of gender equality. In the fourth evaluation, gender equality is more explicitly
back on the agenda again and it is stated that several regions have increased ambitions
in the field of gender equality, not least concerning creating “networks of competence”
– both in relation to gender equality, environmental issues and integration.
In all of these four evaluations, the issue of increasing the number of women
representatives in the regional partnerships is mentioned as important in the context
of gender equality. That is, explicit presentations of gender equality are often found
in relation to women’s representation. It is also interesting to note that, more or less
consistently, gender equality and ecological sustainability are presented in terms of
“finally, it is important…”, or “in addition…” or they are placed at the end of chapters
or sections in the text. The second from last evaluation, the first one carried out by
NUTEK, constitutes an exception. Here, sustainable growth is presented as the main
focus of the evaluation. Despite this intention, the discussion of gender equality is quite
limited. A majority of the regional partnerships believe that issues of gender equality
are well integrated in the regional growth programmes, although the women in the
partnerships seem to be more hesitant than the men to come to this conclusion (NUTEK,
2005). However, what an integration of gender equality means more specifically is not
commented on in the report, and there is no discussion of what the “gap” between
men’s and women’s opinions on gender equality might stand for. The latest evaluation,
regarding the regional growth programmes in 2005, consists of a similar discussion of
gender equality, as one of several aspects of sustainability (NUTEK, 2006). As earlier,
a discrepancy between men’s and women’s opinions is stated, and an increase in the
number of women in the regional partnerships is presented. In addition, there is also a
discussion of the role of the resource centres for women and the need for these centres
to be included more in the regional development work.
It is hard to draw a clear-cut conclusion from the analysis of these White Papers
and evaluation reports. The presence of explicit comments on gender equality varies
from little to non-existent back to little again. When made explicit, gender equality
is about representation of women, about support for women and about women as a
resource not yet made use of. Although gender equality is presented as an integrated
dimension in all regional policies, it is very hard to see whether the interest, for example
stated in the latest two evaluations, should be interpreted as opening up possibilities
for change, or as more of the same redundant interest that has characterised the earlier
mainstreaming ambitions in this field. It is also interesting to reflect on the lack of
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analysis and interpretation in the evaluations, for example concerning the fact that
more women than men are hesitant when it comes to stating that gender equality has
been “successfully” integrated in the regional growth agreements.

The “serious attempts” – gender equality as a question of
(the lack of) knowledge
So far, perhaps, this chapter has given the impression that there is a homogenous
discourse to be found when the constructions of gender equality are analysed in the
context of Swedish regional policy. The combination of the principles of “balance” and
“deviant women” leaves the norm unchallenged, despite the ambition of integrating
gender equality into all policies. The dominant discourse of gender equality more
or less means that women should be included within, and be made to adjust to, an
implicit male (as well as Swedish, and middle aged) norm. But there are, of course,
other examples of attempts to integrate gender equality into regional policy, including
the already mentioned resource centres for women. On a more “practical level”, the
organising of different forms of knowledge-based activity – conferences, seminars and
training – by actors such as county councils or regional authorities are quite common
at the level of the regions themselves. After the first governmental evaluation of the
regional growth agreements, the Minister of Gender Equality Affairs assigned three
regions to be “pilot regions of gender equality”. The ambition with this initiative was
to develop methods in order to integrate a gender equality perspective into the regional
growth agreements. The initiative resulted in a handbook, and in one of the regions
– Västra Götaland – gender equality was included as one of ten overarching goals for
regional growth (Bull, 2001).
The production of handbooks in the field of gender equality was also a major part
of the Swedish national policies on gender equality during the first years of the 21th
century. Between 1997 and 2001, a national working team was set up in order to develop
methods for increasing gender equality. One thing to issue from the team was the book
Just Progress! Applying Gender Mainstreaming in Sweden (translated into English with this
title) printed in 2001. This publication is one of several examples of the production of
handbooks where methods and techniques are presented, often with a strong emphasis
on practical aspects. A lack of discussion as to why working with gender equality is
important is typical of this type of publication, although the handbook produced by
Västra Götaland is to a certain extent an exception to this rule. For example, there are
seldom any discussions of gendered power relations or resistance towards gender equality
efforts in them.
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To increase the knowledge of gender equality could be described as one of the main
official strategies of strengthening the integration of gender equality in public policy. A
lack of competence and knowledge in this field has also been seen as responsible for the
problems associated with the dimension of gender equality in regional policy; namely,
that the regional growth agreements and programmes do not fulfil the integration
goal. This is stated, for example, in the first three evaluations of the regional growth
agreements discussed in the earlier two sections of the chapter, and I would argue
that this is the dominant way of discussing issues of gender equality whenever this
“problem” is addressed. In a document called “The goal is sustainable growth” (2004),
the Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communications devotes several pages
to the field of gender equality and the main message is that what is needed is more
knowledge in order to change attitudes. What is needed are “simple methods in order
to implement gender equality in planning and other areas, in a natural way” (2004:
45). When giving “good examples” from different regions, these projects are directed
towards women in order, as mentioned in relation to one project, to “encourage women
to realise their potential in the labour market and in private business” (2004: 45).
The need for effortlessness or simplicity when working with gender equality is also
striking in the context of knowledge production. Working with gender equality should
preferably be without cost. Through increased knowledge everybody – organisations,
groups, men and women – should gain something. As a member of a reference group
of an EQUAL partnership (EQUAL is one of the programmes funded by the EU) I
was sent a “benchmarking document” on gender mainstreaming. The introduction
to this document consists of a discussion of why a project should work with gender
equality. To begin with, gender equality was presented as something “you have to do”,
and the authors – being quite uncomfortable with this – instead chose to focus on
what a project could gain by working with gender equality:
– Increased quality and applicability of our results when both women and men have
been included in the production of these results. More approaches have been taken
into account.
– Increased range in the dissemination of the results which leads to increased
communication with different target groups. If our interest is to influence male decision
makers in private business it is a good thing to include men in our work, men who
speak “the same language”.
– Knowledge of gender equality work that we can spread at our workplaces.
– It is more fun to work in groups that include both women and men!!!
(UP Benchmarking, Gender Equality, 2001)
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Several of the dominant principles used in the construction of gender equality can be
found in this quotation. ‘Involving both men and women’ could be interpreted as using
the whole potential available as well as increasing the possibilities for communicating
the results of a project. In other words, it is the differences between men and women
that are important, and the balance between them. In addition, the need for knowledge
in this field is also highlighted, together with another argument that is more hidden
in the “deviant women” principle, but which also could be seen as a part of this:
the principle of utility. Gender equality is presented as useful in order to improve
results, increase plurality, as well as to have more fun! Gender equality is turned into
something that could contribute to the already ongoing work on development, i.e. it
is presented as a useful tool in order to reach a common goal. It is seen as a tool that
could be added on to mainstream approaches to development and growth in the field
of regional policies.
In sum, the field comprising both handbooks and projects on gender equality,
especially in relation to regional policy, often reproduces problematic representations
of women. At the same time I believe it is important to take a closer look at these
attempts to challenge the dominant discourse of gender equality in regional policy.
Although the overall impression is that these attempts also reproduce the dominant
discourse, cracks are also visible and may create openings for different articulations of
“the problem of gender equality”.

Where did gender equality go?
Encouraging all important actors to work together to create strong regions is a goal that
strongly permeates Swedish regional development policy. The policy field is framed as
a meeting place for all actors interested in creating a good life for all people within a
region. This framing is quite apparent in the following formulation of regional policy
goals: “The goal of the regional development policy is well functioning and sustainable
local labour market regions with a good level of service in all parts of the country.”
Regional policy has been transformed from its earlier role as a policy area for regions
“lagging behind”, to its current role of including all regions and all citizens, and in a
way almost all policy areas. It becomes a general politics for creating the good society
and lacks dimensions of conflict, with the possible exception of territorial conflicts
between the regions. Discussion of this latter type of conflict could be found in the
media and in Parliament but it finds no explicit expression in the national formulation
of policy studied in this chapter. This lack of articulated conflict does not mean that
there are no representations of problems on this policy field. The documents are filled
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with (problematic) problem representations connected to the lack of sustainable
growth, but these are not connected to different societal/social interests but rather
presented as problems for “all citizens in all regions”. This lack of lines of conflict is
quite similar to what Chantal Mouffe calls “pain-free politics”:
Blair’s vision of a pain-free politics for middle England … wants no losers, … it is led
by a closed circle of elite white males who enjoy power and do not want to give it up.
(Mouffe, 2000: 112)

What is then the problem with so-called pain-free politics? The main answer lies in
the prerequisites of this argument, that all actors have the same possibilities to join on
their own terms. Mouffe argues that holding the belief that it is possible to combine the
interest of multinational corporations with so-called weak or non-profit organisations
is tantamount to surrendering to the interest of the former, multinational interest.
She also relates the occurrence of “pain-free politics” to increasing globalisation and
the neo-liberal trends it contains, a situation that limits the possibilities of the nation
state to perform politics. Instead, politics is transformed into a game with all winners
and no losers. “Everybody is part of the people” (Mouffe, 2000: 120f.). But does this
mean that the nation state is losing ground in favour of the market? Several other
researchers like Nikolas Rose and Kathy Teghtsoonian argue that neo-liberal politics
(or advanced liberalism as Rose calls it) is not about dismantling the state, but about
the transformation of it into a market friendly one (Rose, 1999; Teghtsoonian, 2004).
Neo-liberalism is about transforming, not shrinking, the scope of the state, and about
changing the form of governance. Also, Carol Bacchi and Joan Eveline argue that the
claimed connection between neo-liberalism and a reduction of the state is based on a
misunderstanding. The neo-liberal project demands another form of state and another
form of politics which, according to Bacchi and Eveline, is exemplified by new public
management. Connecting these arguments to the strategy of gender mainstreaming
(integration of gender equality), Bacchi and Eveline claim that gender mainstreaming
goes hand in hand with a neo-liberal political agenda. Their main argument is that
different mainstreaming models are captured in a way of thinking where the otherness
of women is highlighted:
So long as the focus remains on presumed biological characteristics, a neoliberal argument for freeing up economic arrangements to encourage individual success is uncontested. By contrast, insisting that “difference” emerges from relationships of power
rather than inhering in individuals or in members of particular groups puts those re-
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lationships and the factors sustaining them under critical scrutiny. (Bacchi and Eveline, 2003: 7)

There are clear traces of this “difference discourse” in Swedish regional policy.
During the late 1990s the so-called women’s projects and special efforts directed
towards women shifted to embrace the strategy of integration of gender equality. This
transformation in policy formulation did not mean that the construction of regional
policy was scrutinized from this gender equality perspective. The concrete outcome
of the integration strategy was a construction of women and “other groups” as both
“lacking”, for example, the “right” entrepreneurship, and as “missing” – from the
regional partnership. When gender equality is constructed as supporting “deviant
women”, the dominant discourse of (economic) growth in “strong regions” is reinforced
instead of challenged. When integration of gender equality is constructed as the need
to increase the number of women in regional partnerships to the level of men, the selfevident position of men in the partnerships is not contested. When gender equality is
constructed as the overcoming of a lack of knowledge, the source of knowledge needed
to redress the shortfall tends to correspond to the categories “deviant women” and “the
number of women”.
In conclusion, three dominant principles become visible in my analysis of the
meanings of gender equality in Swedish regional policy. They are deviance, numbers
and knowledge. Together these principles construct a dominant discourse of gender
equality that in no way contests established ideas of the form and content of regional
policy. This discourse also represents the (lack of) politicisation of gender. Even if
gender is articulated on the political agenda, and in a collective manner, the dimension
of conflict is missing. In her analysis of gender mainstreaming in New Zealand
politics, Kathy Teghtsoonian (2004) emphasises that gender mainstreaming could be
“successful” if it is presented in support of established norms and practices in the policy
field. My understanding is that the integration of gender equality in Swedish regional
policies shows how gender mainstreaming ambitions could go hand in hand with the
goal of sustainable growth and strong regions without challenging the constructions
of these goals. And together with the form of doing politics – regional partnerships –
it is also difficult to articulate any conflicts between actors and/or interests. Everybody
is invited to participate. Gender mainstreaming in this context is constructed as a
problem of the “lack of women” in the regional partnerships, carrying the possible
interpretation that women should represent women, rather than the alternative view
that gender equality should have something to do with the organisation of regional
partnerships.
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Even if it is possible to draw the conclusion that gender equality (mostly in terms of
women) is receiving increased attention in Swedish regional policy, this attention does
not seem to have an impact on the core formulations of policy and measures. Instead,
gender equality is about (changing) women, not changing “ordinary politics”. I believe
that this construction of gender equality should be understood in relation to regional
policy being both articulated and managed in an increasingly non-conflict mode. This
also shows the significance of the form of governing in relation to how gender equality
is articulated in policy. In this case, the construction of regional partnerships shows
how governing in the mode of governance makes it possible to include gender equality
without a need to articulate gender in terms of conflict. And, in turn, a non-conflict
mode of handling politics turns politics into bureaucracy and re-places competition
and conflicts by administration. To integrate gender equality in this form of political
context leaves almost no space for articulating gender relations in terms of conflict,
that is to say in terms of a political dimension. And without politics, it is difficult to
challenge a dominant political order.

Notes
1. I would like to thank Hanne Marlene Dahl and Chris Hudson for valuable comments on
earlier drafts of this chapter.
2. In the aftermath of the UN Conference on Women, in Beijing in 1995, several countries,
including those in the European Union, introduced gender mainstreaming as the main strategy
for “improving” gender equality. Sonia Mazey describes gender mainstreaming as a long-term
strategy of integrating a gender perspective in all public policies in order to achieve gender
equality (Mazey, 2001). In Sweden, the ambition to implement such a gender equality perspective
has been mentioned in official documents on gender equality since the late 1980’s (Ds 2001:64).
The integration of gender equality into public policy-making is presented as the main Swedish
strategy for the creation of a gender equal society.
3. It is not the intention here to discuss the tradition of democratic corporatism that has
characterised the Swedish political system. Suffice it to say that there is a long history in Sweden
of co-operation between different sectors in public policy-making on which the partnership
principle can build.
4. A number of studies (see, for example, Horelli and Roininen, 1999; Hudson and Rönn
blom, 2001; NORDREGIO, 1999; NUTEK, 1999; Sundin, 1999) have shown that women
have been poorly represented in the partnerships. Westerberg (2000) draws attention to the
fact that, generally speaking, not even representatives from the regional resource centres for
women have been included. Many found it hard to get into the partnerships; several resorted to
inviting themselves. Those who succeeded in gaining representation subsequently experienced
considerable difficulties in trying to introduce a gender perspective into the discussions, despite
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the importance that was supposed to be given to gender equality in the growth agreements.
The response from other members of the partnerships varied from a lack of interest to hostility.
Similar conclusions are presented by Westberg (2005) and she also stresses the difficulties for new
actors to enter the regional partnerships, not least actors that represent some kind of “women’s
or gender equality perspective”.
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DORTHE STAUNÆS AND
DORTE MARIE SØNDERGA ARD

MANAGEMENT AND GENDER DIVERSITY
Intertwining Categories
and Paradoxes

Gender and top management in a Nordic context has recently attracted renewed
attention among researchers as well as in companies and organisations where managers
live their lives due to the very low number of women at the executive level (Tanggaard
Andersen and Bloksgaard, 2008; Funch Ellehave and Søndergaard, 2006a, 2006b;
Holgersson 2004; Kossowska et al., 2005; Højgaard, 2002; Staunæs and Søndergaard,
2004).
In the private sector the concept of diversity management has captured the
imagination and been linked to a more specified argument about bottom line success
(Adler, 2001; Kossowska et al., 2005; Catalyst 2003, 2004). In brief the argument for
diversity management states that if organisations manage to use and include diversified
groups of employees (men and women, white people and people of colour, people of
different ages, educations, ethnic groups, etc.), then the resulting creativity and effects
of synergies will improve the organisations’ capacity to adjust to a rapidly changing
knowledge society, and thereby not only to survive but also increase economic outcome
and production. No organisation can currently afford to waste talent and access
to innovative ideas due to irrational social norms and practices of segregation the
argument goes.1
The research that this chapter is going to present was conducted under the heading
of “Diversity Management”. The specific focus was gender in top management in a
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large private company, X-Company, situated in Denmark. The project was part of a
more comprehensive body of work initiated by the central human resource department
in the company. It consisted of a research project on the inclusion of ethnic groups in
more basic work functions, in addition to a range of practical initiatives that were to
bring minority groups into the organisation at different levels.2
Different socio-cultural groups are positioned as minorities at different levels. The
segregation patterns in this particular company were no different from those in many
other companies in the Nordic countries. Women made up a distinct minority at the
top levels. People with disabilities were a minority at all levels and the same went for
ethnic groups, which in the common sense understanding in Denmark means people
with black hair, dark skin and brown eyes, which again signifies stories of immigrant
backgrounds and family connections mainly from the Middle East, Asia and Northern
Africa (Staunæs, 2004). These three groups were all targeted in this big diversity
management initiative, and though they were thoroughly separated into different subprojects the initiative marked an interesting construction of “common interests” that
would probably make more sense to the planners of the initiative than to the people
involved in the integration endeavours. The diversity project was interesting because
of its focus on different socio-cultural categories, but the categories were perceived and
addressed as separate and not mutually intersecting, which made, for instance, gender
appear as an ethnically and racially unmarked category, although the invisible norm
for women at the top was indeed ethnically and racially marked as white and ethnic
Danish (Staunæs, 2006). However, our job, as spelled out by the project’s initiators,
was to focus upon women at the top levels of the organisation.
There were no women on the company’s executive board. The pool of top managers
consisting of around a dozen directors from different subdivisions in the organisation
included one woman: the head of the communication unit. All top leaders who carried
direct responsibility for business, finance and commerce were male. Women could,
however, be found further down the hierarchy in middle management and in more
peripheral positions in the departments of human resources, communication and law.
But ‘something’ apparently prevented them from passing the famous ‘glass ceiling’,3
in spite of all the company’s clearly stated good intentions and the strong branding
interests invested in the issue of diversity by the CEO. As a consequence, we looked at
social and cultural mechanisms and subjectification dynamics that could hamper the
career progress of members of the organisation in female marked bodies.4 So we set
out to study the more subtle discursive patterns, practices and dynamics that would
set premises for career movements and barriers in this particular corporate culture
and how career movements and barriers became masculinised and feminised. One
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of the questions to be highlighted in this article has to do with the constitution of
a presumed new managerial ideal and its intersection with the gender constructions
prevailing in X-Company.
We interviewed 20 top managers, male and female, scattered across the company’s
many subsidiary companies. The interviews were narrative-based and open-ended,
focusing on lived life in the organisation, career paths and experiences with decisionmaking, with social interaction and co-operation, formal assessment, informal mutual
evaluations, networking, practices of relating in general, etc. In addition, we did a
certain amount of fieldwork and observation. And we had access to reports and texts
on staff politics, managerial strategies and a range of assessment tools employed in
management recruitment.5
Some of the focal points that arose through those data and, of course, not least, the
interviews concerned the managers’ ways of understanding and doing new kinds of
management practice and of relating to gender and gender identities. It is the discursive
practices around those topics and the involved paradoxes and intertwining categories
that set the main focus in what follows.

Management discourses and the concept of governmentality
The interviewees’ telling about management in the company tended to follow a
developmental narrative that emphasised a shift from an old-fashioned kind of
management to a new, more flexible and dynamic version of leadership (see also
Helth and Fogh Kirkeby, 2007). The former ideals of the manager as the person in
command, the indisputable authority, had gradually changed during recent years,
we were repeatedly told. The manager as the man keeping important information
to himself, taking authoritative decisions and giving orders was being replaced by a
new ideal of the leader as a coaching and involving kind of person, who would share
information and knowledge and assist his staff to become self-managing within the
overall perspectives, values and goals of the ‘organisation’.
This chapter does not discuss theories of organisation and management in general,
neither does it discuss whether this is a fruitful shift in management practices or
not. The chapter focuses on the narrations of a new managerial ideal as these are
communicated, lived and worked out in this particular organisation situated in time
and space.
According to the stories recounted in the interviews it is the responsibility of the
‘new’ manager to persuade and convince staff about the overall prospects for company
perspectives and to fire their enthusiasm in pursuit of them. He ought to spell out
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‘values’ concerning a range of issues ranging from conceptualisations of the consumer
to the spirit of co-operation among staff; and he should help to build up the corporate
identity via conceptualisations of ‘our’ products, ‘our’ level of quality, ‘our’ ethics in
respect of work and obligations to customers and colleagues, to ‘our’ company, our
families, etc. He would support staff in taking the best decisions in the interests of the
business – and to do so, not entirely independently, but still on their own initiative with
the help of the guidelines implicit in the values. The new manager would in that sense
combine a charismatic performance of commitment and insight with an empathetic,
inviting and implicitly educating approach to his staff.
What we see here may be understood as a fairly explicit constitution of a parti
cular kind of discursive power. Following the conceptualisations of authors like
Michel Foucault and Nikolas Rose, some would talk about this as an example of the
implementation of ‘governmentality’. Foucault was interested in the encounter between
the technologies of domination of others and technologies of the self (Foucault,
1988, 1991). One of the ideas that he developed in connection with this study of the
encounter was contained in the concept of governmentality, which means to make
a ‘free’ people governable by means of self imposed governing (Foucault, 1988, 1991;
Rabinow, 1982).
In his book Governing the Soul, Nikolas Rose (1999) develops the concept of
governmentality further. While following the line of the researchers’ use of Foucault’s
concept as a tool to focus upon the aspect of government “as ‘the conduct of conduct’:
programmes, strategies, techniques for acting upon the action of others towards certain
ends” (ibid.: xxi), Rose talks about a governmentalization of the state. By this he means
“the invention of an array of technologies that connect up calculations from political
centres to thousands of micro-locales where conduct is shaped” (ibid.) and where
mentalities are governed.
Rose emphasises that this is not to be understood as a process of “the ‘colonization
of lifeworld’ but a delicate matter of the harnessing of micro-fields of power to enable
extension of control over space and time” whereby the effect of government at a
distance is established (ibid.: xxi–xxii). He is particularly interested in the governing
that happens “by acting on the choices and self-steering properties of individuals,
families, communities and organizations” (ibid.: xxiii). And in relation to these he
spells out the twin process of autonomization plus responsibilization that opens up
free space for individual actors’ choices whilst simultaneously enwrapping these
autonomized actors within new forms of control, as he terms it.
Rose’s examples are situated at a macro sociological level, but in many of his texts on
governmentality he replaces the question of the origin and source of power with issues
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of how power is made and how it circulates through discourse, rules and systems. He
talks for instance about the psy-sciences (psychology, pedagogy, psychiatry, etc.) – our
“contemporary ‘engineers of the human soul’” (ibid xxii) that engage the autonomized
individuals in a constant self-scrutiny and evaluation of personal experiences and
oblige the liberated self to live its life tied to the project of its own identity (ibid.: 258).
Although these considerations are aimed at a macro sociological level it is possible
to see these kinds of dynamics and technologies at more local levels too, in specific
workplaces within p
 ublic organisations as well as in private companies.
Some will dispute this use of the concept since the development of governmentality
was closely related to the idea of the state governing its population. So Tian Sørhaug
introduces an alternative concept: managementality. He says:
Large companies build on extended technological premises. They constitute a material
and cultural space or economic, psychological, organisational and (eventually) cultural technologies. An organisational mentality occurred through which these technologies were pictured as if they were capable of producing repeatable effects. These effects
permitted themselves to be registered and were measurable in objective ways and they
were named ‘results’. This space became its own room and gradually obtained its own
institution, management with its specific mentality. I name this institutional room
managementality. (Sørhaug, 2004: 97, our translation)

Sørhaug plays on the concept of governmentality while developing the new concept,
and his idea is to focus on how development of knowledge becomes a way for power
to facilitate power in organisations (ibid.). But he emphasises the difference between
the two concepts: Governmentality manages the management of a population, while
managementality manages the management of an encounter and transaction between
labour and capital (ibid.).
In this article we do, however, choose to read the conceptualisation of govern
mentality by Foucault and Rose in a less specified mode. Since we are interested in
the dimension of the conduct of conduct and the ideas of subjectification connected
with the idea of technologies of the self, we do allow ourselves, on the one hand, a
more general reading of governmentality than the one connected to state governance.
On the other hand, we allow ourselves a localisation of the general reading in an
organisational context.
The point of some of these governmentality technologies is their capability to
align social and institutional goals with individual pleasures and desires, happiness
and fulfilment of the self (ibid.: 261) – in the context of our study to align such goals

139

with the professional pleasures, desires and ambitions of employees. the professional
pleasures, desires and ambitions of employees. Government happens through and by
the shaping of individual identities and desires. So what we have here is not power
acting on subjects, power added to the imagined exterior of otherwise authentic
employees upholding their integrity. These are processes and technologies that affect
who employees become, and that shape their new states of authenticity, integrity,
pleasure and desire.

Coaching and the idea of a new managerial style
One will notice the relevance of Foucault’s and Rose’s conceptualisations in respect
of governmentality and technologies of the self when listening to the interviewees’
talk about the new work conditions in X-Company, where employees are to direct
themselves and to move flexibly and creatively within many work tasks, navigating
by means of the values, ideas and directions spelled out by their charismatic and
coaching manager(s).
The managerial ideal invites and – with a concept borrowed form Althusser (Butler,
1997) – hails those managers who are capable of supporting employees’ conduct and
personal-professional development and thereby facilitate their self-management.
These managers would be strong in practising a particular kind of discursive power
and, consequently, be capable of working with and through the employees and their
subjectivities. To this end words like intuition, empathy, capacity to listen and to
enter dialogue,s etc., were made topical and reiterated by the interviewees alongside
the hailing of managerial charisma: the cogent capacity to point out a direction and
make people follow. Simultaneously, the ideals invite and hail employees who are
open to let this discursive power work on their subjectivities. The goal is to produce
employees who are engaged, enthusiastic, flexible and interested in development –
also at a personal level. The ideal employees should be good team players and open to
let their ‘selves’ fill with the enthusiasm communicated by the manager’s charismatic
invitations to follow.
We should at this point notice that the top levels of management in this particular
company, like the rest of the organisation, are hierarchically ordered. That means
that even managers have (coaching) managers. Middle management lives at many
levels. It is only at the CEO level that coaching performed by the manager you
refer to dries up, although executive coaching is becoming a familiar concept, too.
Above the CEO is the board of governors, and they do not do much coaching. They
count numbers, exercise control and confirm business strategies. At the many levels
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below, however, coaching makes up a strong element in the new managerial ideals
and technologies.
However, coaching and values do not do the job alone. These power technologies
of agency (Dean, 1999) work together with what Mitchell Dean (1999) terms power
technologies of performance. In relation to those technologies, productivity and results
are obviously measured, monitored and evaluated by economic bottom lines, but
also in relation to other performance indicators that exhibit effectiveness and level of
ambition in the company’s many departments.

The Balanced Scorecard and the divine bottom line
One of the important technologies in these evaluations consists of the Balanced
Scorecard. The Balanced Scorecard spells out a range of performance indicators –
a list of goals that are to be met within a particular period of time. Following the
principles of the twin processes of autonomization and responsibilization, departments
and managers are to specify these goals in advance – they are given ‘a free choice’ to
specify their goals within the overall interests of the company and thereby to specify
the indicators by which their performance is to be estimated. If, by a given deadline,
the goals are not fulfilled, there will be consequences; for instance in terms of closer
coaching, reorganisation, or simply the replacement of managers and/or staff, but also
in terms of extra payment, which again can give rise to more private concerns such as
“can I afford another holiday for the family this year?”
Economic progress is crucial. As Sørhaug writes:
In a private capitalistic company the bottom line marks the placewhere authority begins and responsibility ends. Expressed in theological terms we may say that the bottom line is the God Principle of the organisation. It is an almighty and impersonal
power that the organisation must worship and submit to. This logicgives the organisation an enormous capacity to work in a determined manner. (Sørhaug, 2004: 99,
our translation)

Being close to divine, the bottom line is beyond questioning. Thereby it is also
beyond perception, as it were, as power invading subjects and organisations. Bottom
line discipline is not experienced as discipline, but simply as a fact. This is why the
discipline and subjection affected by the bottom line logics do not compromise the
employees’ experience of ‘free choices’ in relation to the operationalizations implicated
in the Balanced Scorecards.
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The goals explicated in the Balanced Scorecards will, in the name of the bottom
line, also deal with issues like planned restructurings, change in the division of work
tasks, levels of efficiency, ‘quality’, and recruitment goals (this is where diversity ideals
may occur). But for managers Balanced Scorecards, as well as other technologies of
evaluation, will also relate to their capacity to realise the managerial ideals.
The managers’ capacity to perform the new managerial ideals is implicitly
measured across all parameters of success in relation to the scorecard issues. But it
is also measured in the different kinds of evaluations and tests that the managers
have to pass before being positioned as candidates for promotion. One of those tests
– a so-called 360 degree test – investigates the impression a manager’s coaching and
managerial competencies makes on colleagues above, below and alongside the manager
in question.
This whole range of elements establishes the new managerial ideal as an inherent
aspect in the managers’ ambitions, desires, self-narratives and subjectivities. It is a
mixture of hardcore evaluating technologies – that carry immediate consequences on
recruitment procedures in case the performance indicators spelled out are not met.
Employees have the values set by organizations to guide them in all this. Values at
company level are defined by top managers, but interpreted and translated at local levels
by local middle managers and the HR-staff. And saturating all those activities is the
narrative about a bad past and a promising present and future.
The question, we would like to pose, is: How does the constitution of this managerial
ideal intersect with the gender constructions prevailing in X-Company?

Gender as an analytically privileged category
Before looking at the ways in which gender is lived in X-Company we need to say
a few words about our analytic approach. Gender in this study is understood as a
socio-cultural category of differentiation in line with other socio-cultural categories
of differentiation such as for instance class, race, ethnicity, age, relig ion, and
sexuality. Gender consists of patterns of doings (West and Zimmerman, 1987) that
are continuously constituted through connoting practices in relation to all sorts of
aspects and issues (Haavind, 1987; Søndergaard, 1996).
Gender does not always work actively as a meaning-maker and constituent of
social order. Gender far from always dominates meaning-making processes. Sometimes
gender is absent or somehow asleep, maybe living as a mere potential ready to be
activated in given contexts, when, or if, particular (groups of) agents feel called upon
to do so. However, when gender works actively it works through these connotative
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practices and their including and excluding effects. And when it ‘sleeps’ it may still
work in terms of potential expectations of what might happen if connotations were
brought to the fore.
In westernized companies like X-Company gender works through associations of
masculinity and femininity with for instance: particular forms and fields of agency,
particular expressions, body modifications and ways of moving and positioning the
body, ways of relating, not least sexual relating, ways of taking up and associating
with particular artefacts, etc. Gender works through associations of masculinity and
femininity to all these different aspects and issues. Gender is thereby nothing ‘in
itself’. It works through these connoting practices, or as Judith Butler puts it: Gender
is the product of reiterative practices by which “discourse produces the effects that it
names” (Butler, 1993: 2).
Processes like these are inherently unstable and exposed to challenge. Alongside
reiterations gender is constantly exposed to ‘negotiations’ and challenges. In that
sense gender is produced, reproduced, negotiated and reshaped through all kinds
of discursive practices that imply processes of meaning-making, differentiation and
creation of social and cultural order (Søndergaard, 2005a).
Bodies work as markers, as signs in this system of connoting practices, differentiation
and meaning-making. Female marked bodies and subjects will, as markers, evoke
associations and expectations about who the person can be, and what an appropriate
“doing” for him or her would consist of, etc. The markers will form, open up and close
down different socio-cultural possibilities of agency and being, and thereby create more
or less accessible subject positions for the gender marked persons to inhabit.
The connoting practices and their materialization constitute gender orders. They
constitute what is conceived and practised as ‘natural’ and appropriate; and what is
conceived and may be practised may be abjected (Butler, 1993). They direct and make
sense; they spell out the culturally intelligible and the culturally unintelligible. In
our part of the world and our socio-cultural contexts these patterns are not strictly
coercive. They work on the bodies and subjects by means of many intimate and subtle
technologies that will move the relatively more inappropriate figures and doings
towards relatively more marginalized positions, and the relatively more appropriate
figures into relatively more inclusive positions. The kinds of social and cultural order
prevailing in our contexts are in this sense based more on relative positionings than
on extended practices of definitive exclusion.
We take this to be a fairly well known conceptualisation of gender since it draws
upon many years of post-structuralist and feminist work (Butler, 1990, 1993; Davies,
2000; Haavind, 1987, 2000; Søndergaard, 1996, 2002). Today, this analytic approach has
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informed the study of many other kinds of socio-cultural categories such as ethnicity,
race, religion, age and more locally known s ocio-cultural categories as for example
‘manager’, ‘costumer’, ‘talented’ or ‘troubled’ (Staunæs and Søndergaard 2006a). By the
concept of intersectionality it is possible to analyse the mutual intersections, saturation
and toning of social categories (Lykke, 2003; May and Ferri, 2002; Staunæs, 2003,
2005; Søndergaard, 2005a). The analytic take has thereby ‘returned’ and in some ways
emphasizes a recontextualization of the gender category as one among many sociocultural meaning-makers and producers of socio-cultural order.
Although connotations and patterns of differentiation are never fixed and stable,
some of them seem to move quite languidly. For example, the practise of connoting
care, intuition and emotionality as feminine and expecting female marked subjects to
be particularly intimate with these aspects does seem to hold over time, at least not
in the Nordic countries – in much the same way as the masculine connotation of, for
instance, aggression, technological skills and talent for leadership seems to be rather
stable. But how accurate are these appearances? As for leadership, and the new ideals
of management, this was a question that became topical as we went further into our
empirical analyses.
When we take the connotative practices of gender as our analytic premises, then
the question about the reshaping of elements on which gender does its parasitic living6
becomes a most interesting subject to study. With that analytic approach one may ask:
What happens when central elements, on which gender’s parasitic existence depends,
start changing? What happens with masculinity, when management (that some kinds
of masculinity associate with) changes? How do gender connotations move along or
against such changes? Does gender as a constitutive dynamic affect them? Does it
work to co-construct the host elements in particular ways? Perhaps gender simply
releases its hold on the host elements and dissolves or fades into an underprivileged
kind of connotation, or into one that is not usually activated, but lives as a potential
connotation to be taken up if it is considered useful by someone? Maybe host and
parasite alternate or maybe they simply become blurred as distinct elements of mutual
construction?
These were the kinds of questions we brought into the analyses of our data when we
formulated the previously mentioned main questions: How does the mutual saturation,
the intersection, of (changing) managerial discourses and (changing) gender discourses
in the company work?
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Gender normativities at work: a well performed and small ‘w’
In what follows, we will look at the basic constructions that seemed to work as the bass
rhythm in the discursive practices of the context. Successively, we open the paradoxes
and the more intriguing intertwining of categories that integrated and sometimes
briefly disturbed the bass by deafening it or bringing in counter rhythms.
The history of the company in our study is long and rather unambiguous in its
patterns of gender differentiation. Men always populated the essential work positions
in this context. The basic functions were physically demanding, and there is among
the current employees and managers a widespread fascination with the tough work,
the muscles, and the sweat of the male marked bodies of the past. Today the male
marked bodies are hailed in the recurrent football events organised in different parts
of the company. The events invite men at all levels to participate and women to watch.
Historically, women for their part always took up auxiliary functions. Secretarial
work and basic service functions carried female connotations. And leadership was a
male issue. Patterns of the past reach into the present and set agendas for the kinds of
differentiating codes that the current agents have to relate to, whether they do so as
participants in the reproduction of those patterns or in their reshaping.
Today the company employs male as well as female marked managers. Male
marked managers do, as already mentioned, take up the vast majority of managerial
positions and nearly all top positions. Language and metaphors tend to contribute to
the reproduction of the taken-for-granted male gendering – as in the general phrases
about ‘penetrating the market’, ‘fancying sexy numbers and solutions’, and about
“what would turn me on as a leader” and how we “used to piss across in the school
yard” (Staunæs and Søndergaard, 2006b). Still, female marked managers are part of
the company and active in the negotiations of the company’s everyday discourses and
ways of doing gender as well as management. However, their conditions for taking
part contain certain challenges.
In this context, it is no surprise to find that a self-legitimising responsibility is
mainly placed on those managers who happen to carry female marks on their bodies,
since in this company, as well as in society in general, leadership has historically
been connoted as masculine. Managers in female bodies would be under continuous,
though discrete, suspicion of not having the right managerial talent, as here saturated
with masculine connotations – or at least not having enough of it to become an easily
taken-for-granted member of the category ‘talented manager’.
For female marked managers, therefore, it becomes a reasonable idea to try to
associate with the construction of masculinity prevailing in this company in order
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to increase their intelligibility in relation to managerial agency. But balancing is a
necessity. Too much masculinity of that sort would trouble their association with
the other significant category that they are expected to realise because of their body
marks, namely that of ‘woman’. As Judith Butler says about sex/gender: “… it will
be one of the norms by which the “one” becomes viable at all, that which qualifies a
body for life within the domain of cultural intelligibility” (Butler, 1993: 2). Doing away
with gender is not an option, no matter how contradictory the norms and patterns of
performativity become.
The contradictory norms render female marked managers particularly visible
and under continuous evaluation as to whether they are able to do ‘woman’ as well
as ‘manager’ appropriately. Male marked managers are visible too, but they do not
have to contradict expectations connected with their gender as part of performing
legitimate participation. The challenge that the female marked managers in our study
met consisted of often-contradictory sets of normativities as these were evoked by
the two categories. One of the young male marked managers spells out normativities
directly, when he says:
There are two traps. There are two things that may entrap you as a woman, as far as
I have experienced it in this company. One is if you exclusively play on your female
values and sit there and blink sweetly with your eyes when you are about to discuss
something, in order to move focus away from the case and, say, hope to be able to slip
something in the backdoor, like: “Oh, can’t we make a deal?” That is a relatively stupid thing to do in a male dominated context, because you will be stamped with a big
W – and once you’ve got that label, it is there forever. The other trap is to be a man
and show male values exclusively (…). We had a manager (…) she was more masculine
than the colleagues she worked with. And that was in a very old-fashioned context; really old fashioned and male dominated. She was alone there. But she was even tougher
than the male colleagues (…), like this general labourer atmosphere, telling the latest
jokes and so on. Just as contemptuous toward those women, girls with the eyelashes. I
think that if you retreat to either of these two traps, taken as two extremes, then you
have lost the fight as a woman. I mean if you yourself enter the male role, then you give
up all that is contained in your tank of experiences through your entire life. On the
other hand, if you entirely enter the female role, then you will be weighed and found
wanting within two seconds.

Obviously a sentence like “if you entirely enter the male role, then you will be weighed
and found wanting within two seconds” would be nonsensical in this context.
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This interviewee goes on to talk about his own motives for actually wanting female
middle managers included in his team. As a top manager he would like to include
women – that is, if they bring in something particular since, as he says, why should he
hire women who act like men? Then he might as well hire men. So he wants something
particular. And this ‘particular’ could be a bit of this “W”. A balanced bit, that is.
Not too much, but a well performed small “w”. A female marked manager would be
obliged to do difference in his part of the company – and to do so in particular ways.
He says that by bringing in women he hopes to get:
a bit more dialogue, more empathy, more – maybe bringing more emotions into it –
without emotions becoming excuses and explanations like: “No, I had a bad day today
and that’s why I didn’t do so well” or things like that. That is not the way it should be.
More like: “Sure, but how do you yourself think this works? Do you yourself consider
that to be the right thing to do?” And then the other will say: “Well no, maybe not”,
for that is something nobody would do, if you sit there, a whole group of men, around
the table. Then it is: “Yes! Now, God damn it, we are going to fix this, and take some
decisions”, and off it goes!

Normativities are not identical with subjectivities. Normativities set premises for
moving, but they do not dictate and determine people’s trajectories or subjectivities.
The just cited interviewee was able to spell out a set of gender normativities that he
himself had taken up as a means of orientation and practice. But often and in relation
to these issues, normativities are not made explicit in interviewees’ narrations. That is
why one of the analytic strategies for understanding the normativities at work would
be to listen to the ways in which different kinds of agencies, expressions, figures and
doings are understood, narrated and reacted upon. These could be narrations of, for
instance:
··
··
··

The taken-for-granted conduct of the appropriate.
The acceptance of, though slight wondering about, the unexpected and unintelligible.
The rejection of, contempt for, or merely laughing at the inappropriate doings.

In other words, narrations which somehow exhibit the basic assumptions, expectations,
patterns of interpretation and meaning-making that the narrative lives in and by.
Narrations of these kinds and all their in-betweens inform our knowledge about the
patterns of normativities in a particular context (Staunæs, 2004; Søndergaard, 2005b).
Our knowledge about gender normativities in this particular private company came
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about through analytic readings of the sort just mentioned, co-analysed with the
explicit narrations of normativities that were offered in some of the interviewees’ stories
and co-reflected with the other kinds of data that we worked out.
We have now given an impression of the bass rhythm in the constructions – the
connotations associated with male and female participation in management in the
organisation. The next step is to tease out the patterns of normativities as they emerge
within the changing formations of ideals and norms connected with new managerial
conduct, and subsequently to focus upon the intersection between the discursive
practices of gender and the new kind of management.

Doing ‘gentle’ in the ‘tough’ way: paradoxes occur
The new coaching and involving manager will need more ‘soft’ ways of approaching the
staff. That is, as mentioned, what we are repeatedly told by the interviewed managers.
Words like ‘soft’, ‘humble’, ‘being human’, ‘being a whole person’, having the capacity
‘to listen’, ‘being empathetic’, ‘involving’, even ‘seductive’, having the capacity to ‘inspire
the glow of enthusiasm in the eyes of others’ – these are approaches and capacities that
are emphasised when the new managerial ideals are narrated in the interview.
Many of these ways of doing and relating were spontaneously connoted feminine
– a point that might feed expectations of open doors for female marked individuals
into management positions, since femininity is expected to be somewhat more closely
linked to the constructed interior of female marked individuals than to male marked
ones. It is, however, exactly this construction that eventually troubles the expectations
about easier access to managerial positions for female marked individuals.
The trouble seems to be grounded in a new set of contradictory constructions –
namely the simultaneous reiteration of, on the one hand, a link between femininity
and woman and, on the other hand, a potential dissolving of that same link. How is
a simultaneous reproduction and destabilisation of one of the basic elements in the
gender construction possible? Well, it takes a bit more unwrapping of the meaningmaking practices to understand what is going on.
One of the managers who himself identified very much with the coaching and
involving managerial style talks about the dilemmas that may occur for women if
they take up the kind of agency that he does. He questions the prospects of the use by
women of these female connoted capacities, not in terms of women’s access to them
– their access would be taken for granted in his account – but in terms of the ways in
which the women’s successive accomplishments would be understood and estimated
by others. He says:
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Well, if you are a woman, I guess, it might get difficult to take up the managerial style
that I employ, and be evaluated as sufficiently confident and trustworthy and convicted. Since basically a woman will be evalated as perhaps a bit weaker, and not so, you
know, vigorous and the like. So if, as a woman, you start with this involving managerial style, then maybe you will fail, because if staff members or superiors basically doubt
thay you may have the requested activeness, then they will also be more impatient to
see the first results. That is – mentally they will have you on trial. And that means that
if a woman chooses this style, then maybe time will run out on her.

A bit later he adds:
Women are sometimes conceived of as being more insecure than they really are because
they express themselves more softly, and they express more reservations than men do.
That is, if a man doubts something, then he will probably just say, that “that is the way
it is!” Then it is up to the others to prove that it is not.

This manager takes up the new kind of management ideals including all these female
connoted approaches. And he is indeed very successful. He is someone everybody in
the company knows for his capacity to ‘get results’ in terms of increased economic
production and efficient subsidiary operations. Yet he doubts that a female marked
manager could adopt the same conduct and deliver the same achievements. Other
interviewees express the same kind of hesitation concerning female marked managers
and the new managerial ideals.
Turning to the general ways in which interviewees talk about the prospects for
these new coaching and involving types of ‘soft’ managerial approaches, a simultaneous
undercurrent of doubt and risk connected with the ‘softness’ is apparent. There is a slight
watchfulness, alertness, connected to this new and otherwise highly praised managerial conduct. And linked to the doubt lives the suspicion that a female marked manager
may not be sufficiently able to control all this ‘femininity and softness’ in the interest
of the business and the divine bottom line: As if she might simply assume (feminised)
coaching and supporting managerial style as a consequence of uncontrolled discharge of
her gendered interior and not as a consequence of reflexive managerial professionalism?
Reading across the interviews, one of the strong discursive dynamics relating to
gender seems to be this hesitation and doubt – indicating that the new managerial
conduct may most safely be handled, qualified and utilized in the hands of confident
managerial talents: that is, persons who are able to control and demarcate the ‘soft’ as
well as to dose and balance these new aspects in competent ways.
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Who then would be most likely to embody such talents? Since managers in male
bodies are conceived as having natural and spontaneous access to elements and capacities
that may work to control and demarcate the ‘soft’, notions of male managers as more
promising in terms of utilizing female connoted aspects of the new managerial style
are brought into discursive action. So this is how the discursive paradox occurs – the
paradox that would work to simultaneously reiterate/reproduce and dissolve the link
between, on the one hand, femininity/softness and, on the other hand, female marked
individuals. Still, the potential dissolving is at work. A different instrument seems to
have been integrated into the bass rhythm, disturbing/supplementing the monotonous
dominance and repetition of the initially specified gender construction.

Constructing male charisma
An aspect, though, that may work to turn up the bass rhythm again, and to tighten
the discursive practice and the constructed meanings and associations tied to gender,
is the ideal of manager’s charisma.
Charisma means, in everyday discourse, the ability to unify, to take the lead and
point the way to go, all by the strength of conviction and inspiration embedded in
the individual’s personality. We would suggest a slightly different understanding, by
moving the focus from the interior of the manager as an individual to the relations
between the people involved – the manager(s) and staff. Charismatic conviction and
inspiration is in this sense understood as a particular way of relating within a group
of people capable of pointing out one person as the centre of conviction. Conviction is
produced by an activity that is legitimized and constructed as unique, promising, and
exceptional by the people surrounding the person who is being pointed out. Without
co-constructers there can be no conviction and no inspiration.
For the people surrounding the motivating agent to take part in this process of
construction, a certain element of seductiveness must be brought to work as a collective
endeavour. This potential element of seduction was already mentioned by one of the
interviewees as a prerequisite for new management to succeed. So the actor must
‘convince’, but the people surrounding the convincer must in our terms let themselves
be seduced; they must actively allow themselves to ‘lose their heads’ for a while, allow
themselves to get carried away without checking and controlling every detail of the
decisions and narrations they are provided with as part of the seduction. In other
words, they must let go of control and suspicion, allow the seduction to work as their
active contribution to the process and to the production of the ‘charismatic’ person’s
talent for convincing.
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Now, for seduction to work as a collective production of relating and meaning
construction, all participants need to share a certain element of unquestionable
basic trust in the idea and in who that person can be. That kind of basic trust relies
heavily on elements of basically taken for granted meanings and practices in a given
cultural setting, shared among participants with access to the same meaning-making
systems.
If we take these premises to hold some amount of explanatory value, then the next
question is: which taken for granted assumptions would a group of people be able to
activate in connection with a male/respectively female marked individual as part of
a collectively produced charisma-performance and seductive talent? What kind of
charisma will it be possible for a group to produce as apparently inherent in respectively
a male and a female marked individual?
Well, the taken for granted assumptions certainly do work most actively in favour
of the white, male marked individual when it comes to management and authority
in X-Company. A white, male marked person will most easily be recognised and
constructed as a charismatic manager in relation to whom one can let go of control,
lose one’s head and allow managerial seduction to flow – and still call it professional
seduction, not sexual (see Staunæs and Søndergaard, 2006b). Far from all white, male
individuals will be fit for such a collective construction – it takes many more signs
than the merely gendered ones to qualify for this particular positioning. But the
white, male gendered signs will be quite significant in this context of flowing ideas
and sensations and beliefs that are to be strong enough to make people experience and
co-produce ‘charisma’ (for an analysis of the right corporate masculinity, see Staunæs
and Søndergaard, 2006b). And absence of suspicion will be a crucial spice in the
cooking – a privilege not often handed to female marked managers in this context as
has already been indicated.
“Letting go of control, losing one’s head and allowing seduction to flow in relation
to a female marked manager” – now, what kinds of agencies and pictures does that idea
bring up in a group? These are hardly very likely pictures of managerial conduct, to be
sure! The taken for granted assumptions that tie up and demarcate femininity tend to
have a rather different character. Not that a woman would not be able to contradict
those associations and perform charisma as a leader, it is just not as easily done. It is
not as easy to get chosen and pointed out and constructed as charismatic by the group
as such, since the collective endeavour relies on access to collective and historically
informed sensations, meanings, ways of associating and experiencing. Again, since
trust and belief are strong parts of the potential construction of charisma, the position
of ‘charismatic subject’ remains a bit further out of reach for a female marked manager

151

than for a white, male marked colleague when charisma is connected with leadership
and authority.
This is one of the elements that may work to further enhance the discursive
practices described earlier, and to tighten the meanings around the ‘soft’ and the female
connoted managerial conduct that was taken to be in rather safer hands when carried
out by male marked individuals. And still whiteness plays a role too. Managers in
male but non-white bodies would presumably encounter some of the same challenges
as do women.

Navigating in the paradoxes
These discursive practises catch some of the managers in rather complex layers of
contradictory meaning-making patterns. The female marked managers are left to
navigate between, on the one hand, the doubt that attaches to their conduct – doubt
that is based on constructed links between their inescapable embodiment and this
phenomenon called ‘femininity’. ‘Femininity’ in this embodied context marks doubt
connected with management skills; and this interpretation invites the female marked
managers to contradict ‘femininity’ as having relevance in their conduct. On the other
hand, they have to relate to the male marked individuals’ access to ‘femininity’ – here
however taken up by men for the purpose of enhancing the men’s own recognition as
‘new’ managers. ‘Femininity’ in this embodied context marks ‘new’ and ‘dynamic’
qualities of management, and this interpretation might invite the female marked
managers to enhance ‘femininity’ as having relevance for their conduct too – that is,
if they forget or do not realise the connection between the interpretative practices and
gendered embodiments.
But there is even more involved when the idea of male marked managers ‘doing
femininity’ becomes a rather problematic discursive practice to support for female
marked managers. On the one hand, the female marked managers may vaguely
conceive this male access to femininity as a positive movement, since it somehow
promises to dissolve the fixation of gendering that sometimes works to trouble the
female managers’ managerial legitimacy. Male access does in certain ways work to
disturb the bass rhythm. But on the other hand, the obligation of female marked
managers to ‘do difference’ as part of their legitimacy also becomes troublesome
if male marked individuals are expected to handle ‘that difference’ just as easily as
the female marked individuals, if not better. The female marked individuals are in
that sense positioned with ambivalent interests: if only the ‘w’ dissolved and our
‘otherness’ disappeared, but simultaneously: if only the ‘w’ increased its importance
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and became our privilege exclusively to bring into the managerial position exclusively.
If we displace the point a bit and push it more in the direction of a business strategic
perspective, the argument goes like this: If, on the one hand, female marked managers
insist on reproducing and strengthening the constructed link between their body
marks and the female connoted aspects, something they may want to do in the hope of
benefiting from the new construction of female connoted managerial capacities, they
run one kind of risk – namely, the risk of being interpreted as uncontrolled femininitycarriers, something that will question their talents as managers. If, on the other hand,
they renounce their privileged access to femininity they will have nothing particular,
nothing ‘different’, to bring in and this raises again the argument put forward by one of
the interviewees above: Why hire women who act like men, when you can hire men?
Now, one should not take these analyses as indicating that these patterns are
transparent to the people involved in the discursive practices. Patterns and infiltrations
like these will first of all be difficult to read and see through for a managerial practitioner.
But they will also be fairly difficult to address and negotiate – not least, as indicated,
for the female marked managers.
From the position of a male marked subject the situation does not seem to imply the
same kinds of paradoxes. The discursive practices that open potentials for male marked
managers to take over female connoted conduct as part of their performance of new
managerial ideals apparently do not tie and commit them to the more comprehensive
construction of femininity. At least we do not hear any hesitations concerning their
inherited masculinity, or any doubt as to whether their ‘soft’ managerial conduct
would evoke suspicions of lack of will power or talent for leadership. However, that
is not to say that these issues could not arise given certain circumstances. If the male
marked managers did not also enjoy some amount of collective construction as carriers
of masculine charisma, suspicions might be evoked. Or if ‘results’ failed to materialise
or enemies saw a potential weakness, constructing endeavours drawing upon ‘to much
softness and femininity’ might also occur in the landscape around a male marked
manager.

Trash positions available
Let us, however, address one final issue before leaving the analyses: What becomes of
the female marked managers and their strategies and manoeuvrings in these rather
opaque networks of meaning-making?
First of all, the concept of ‘strategy’ used here in relation to the movements and
choices of male and female marked managers does not refer to any conscious or well-
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planned kind of conduct. These ‘strategies’, ‘choices’ and, thereby, ‘negotiations’ of
social reality are embedded in the doings and subjectifications of male and female
marked managers at far more subtle levels than that of the mere spelling out of
considerations of what might or might not work. They are consequences of sociocultural and discursive practices embedded in specific contexts that set premises for the
ways in which subjects’ doings are interpreted, the ways they are accepted or redeemed,
and the ways subjects thereby are included in or excluded from decisions, information,
networks and, by all this and much more, from particular career prospects.
The interviewed female marked managers take many different paths in their career
endeavours. Some take up the coaching and involving strategies in spite of difficulties
of the kinds just mentioned. Those that succeeded did so while balancing very
sensitively between ‘soft’ and ‘hard/tough’ markings. The necessary accentuating of
the ‘tough’ and ‘masculine’ capacities would be done as a prerequisite for the coaching
and involving conduct to be interpreted as an indication of professionalism and not
of interior femininity discharges.
Other female marked managers take up different strategies such as, for example,
answering the doubt about their control of interior femininity and sufficient access to
masculinity by assuming the role of the ‘tough’ and authoritative kind of leader. Within
the company’s current narratives about the bad past and the advanced present and
future, that strategy means doing a more old-fashioned and outdated kind of leader
ship. A rather doubtful position to take up, since it carries few promising opportunities
for future career progress.
Anyhow, there are female marked managers who take up the ‘tough’ kind of
leadership as their means of conduct. And they are recognized by some as being
competent in their doings; one of the male marked interviewees explains:
There are women who are hardcore, macho-types of leaders (…) Where they try – and
maybe succeed in – working as if they were men. Basically you would expect – or you
think that women are probably a bit softer than men, and that men are a bit more, sort
of, hard-hitting, hardcore, consistent and “now we do this and that!” But there will be
women who will pull that weight. However, they will probably be – or be conceived as
– less feminine in relation to other more female dimensions, compared to how you’d
usually conceive femininity. So one would say: “She is, dame it” – yeah, to use plain
language – “that woman has guts!” (…) On the other hand, they may fail, if they as
women aren’t as tough as they pretend to be. That is, if they just try to pretend. Say to
express this: Bom! Bom! Like that! But aren’t really able to take the space.
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There are women who take up the ‘tough’ managerial positioning. However, as the
quotation indicates, one may continuously doubt the authenticity of their toughness –
female marked bodies, and associations tied into the meaning-makings around those
markers, invite this constant surveillance of their conduct, questioning whether it is
an indication of authenticity or pretence. So in this case, it is not surveillance of their
capability to control interior femininity, neither is it surveillance of their managerial
talent. Rather, it is surveillance of their authenticity as ‘tough’ managers. Nevertheless,
watched over they will be.
Another interesting thing we might want to note in passing with the discourse taken
up by this interviewee is that when ‘she’ resorts to masculine connoted management
one might suspect it to be pretence. When ‘he’ does female connoted management it
is taken to be part of his professional conduct. Nowhere in the interviews is the ‘soft’
conduct of new managerial ideals taken up by male marked managers seen to raise
questions about potential pretence or to trouble ‘male’ authenticity.
According to voices like those quoted above, female marked managers suspected
of pretending to act ‘tough’ might as well give up – since the first recordable signs of
non-mastery of the role at elite-level will be interpreted as proof of pretence with the
consequence that authority will evaporate. Patience and tolerance towards what is not
recognized as an absolute top-score success will in that sense be considerably reduced
in these cases of female marked ‘macho-leaders’.
However, where the managerial style cannot be regarded as anything but authentic
(counting the ‘production of results’), the conduct is accepted and met by a certain,
slightly reluctant, admiration (“damn it, that woman has guts”). But according to
the interviewee, success has two further consequences: firstly, the person will have
a dubious status with respect to the expected exposure of authentic femininity, and,
secondly, the kind of leadership style adopted will be regarded as outdated and
unsustainable. As these interviewees reveal, in response to a change in managerial
ideals, the macho-leaders in both male and female bodies are brought in for shorter
periods of time to clean up and structure a business field in crisis. But once that job is
done, the company will need a person who can assume the new kind of management.
So a female macho-leader suggests a short-term career.

Eclipsing power through paradoxes?
Somewhere between and among these many contradicting discursive forces and
practices male and female marked managers will shape their managerial identities,
desires, competences and ambitions. They will do so while engaging in this delicate
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manoeuvring and balancing among the many possibilities and pitfalls. And somewhere
in and among all these paradoxes, uncertainties and manoeuvres lies the opportunities
to challenge the game and to interfere in, ridicule, disturb and even replace the bass
rhythm – if this is what you have in mind.
The tricky point to grasp is that strategies and manoeuvrings not only involve
subjectification processes but also work through them. They are themselves inherent
processes within the subjectification effects enacted by these managers in their
everyday lives in the company. It is the doings, the shaping of desires, intentionalities,
and ambitions that become some of the intricate elements in this socio-cultural
interference. And this is where the doubleness in Foucault’s technologies of the self,
as we outlined in the beginning of the chapter, become relevant – the simultaneous
subjection (here linked to ways of being governed by the technologies of power) and
agency (here linked to formation of subjectivity, individuality and self-governance).
These formations of identities and personal/professional desires are not only a matter
of external power acting on the subject, they are also a matter of active subjects “using
power to eclipse power” to cite Judith Butler (1997: 14). Butler bases a lot of her
thinking on Foucault when she talks about power and subjectification. In the following
frequently cited passage she says:
Power acts on the subject in at least two ways: first, as what makes the subject possible, the condition of its possibility and its formative occasion, and second, as what is
taken up and reiterated in the subject’s ‘own’ acting. As a subject of power (where ‘of ’
connotes both ‘belonging to’ and ‘wielding’) the subject eclipses the conditions of its
own emergence; it eclipses power with power. The conditions not only make possible
the subject but enter into the subject’s formation. They are made present in the acts of
that formation and in the acts of the subject that follow. (Butler, 1997: 14)

There is no final solution as to how exactly the gender order will reconstitute itself
given the travelling managerial ideals of the company we visited. We cannot know.
This means that changes can happen through the ways the technologies and the
managerial ideals are taken into action, celebrated, ridiculed, subverted and even
displaced. Though our analysis has mainly focused upon the ways in which women in
particular get caught in paradoxes, it seems that those same paradoxes have somehow
started to pull some of the taken for granted assumptions apart.
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Notes
1. For instance Brandi and Hildebrandt, 2003; Hagedorn-Rasmussen and Kamp, 2003; Lee et
al., 2005; Nour and Nelleman Thisted, 2005; Thomas and Woodruff, 1999. For critical analyses
of diversity management see Squires, 2006; Staunæs, 2005, 2006.
2. The project was financed by The European Social Fund, two large Danish companies and
The Danish University of Education.
3. The term glass ceiling was originally coined by Morrison et al. in 1987 and expresses
women’s lack of access to the executive level.
4. The concept of subjectification along with the related notion of subjectivity is inspired by
the works of Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, but refined and brought into empirical use by,
for instance: Davies (2000); Staunæs (2003, 2004, 2005); Søndergaard (1996, 2002, 2003, 2005a,
2005c); Wetherell (1998); and Wetherell and Maybin (1996). The concept of subjectification
accentuates the two-sided and simultaneous emergence of the subject: on the one hand, subjected
to discursive practices and, on the other hand, achieving subjectivity and agency within and
through that very same subjection.
5. The methodology used in the project is discussed in Staunæs and Søndergaard (2005) and
Søndergaard (2005b).
6. Taking up the concept of intersectionality invites different metaphors and pictures in the
communication of analytic points. See Staunæs and Søndergaard (2006a) for a discussion on
metaphors related to intersectionality studies.
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EVA MAGNUSSON

CONFLICT, DANGER AND DIFFERENCE
Nordic Heterosexual Couples Converse
about Gender Equality and Fairness

“Yes, well, of course, a few camels have to be swallowed now and then. And there
really wouldn’t be much point in constantly quarrelling about the other’s behaviour:
none of us would be able to stand it.” These were the words of Vivi, a Danish woman
with two children around ten years of age, as she and her husband Valdemar were
telling an interviewer about their thoughts on equality and fairness in their marriage.
Her husband had just explained that his personal goals sometimes took precedence
over the needs of the family, but that of course his goals also sometimes bowed to the
needs of the family. It was then Vivi commented that there are occasions when she
has to swallow camels; i.e. has to accept that her husband does not always take her
needs into consideration.
This chapter explores how a number of Danish, Finnish and Swedish women
and men in couples with children talk about equality and fairness when they are
interviewed together. In focus here is what such concepts seem to mean when they
are used explicitly in conversation. The chapter thus studies “gender equality” as
a discursive phenomenon that may be put to different uses. Exploring these uses
shows that a variety of meanings of gender equality, fairness and justice are active
in the couples’ talk and that these meanings are sometimes contradictory. In many
couples the meanings seem to be twisted and turned within the matrix of normative
heterosexual life patterns, such that words like “equality” and “fairness” lose much of
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their potential rhetorical force. The analyses in this chapter focus specifically on such
couples, i.e. those who de-legitimate gender equality and its importance in their daily
lives, and their strategies of de-legitimation.
Let us return to Vivi and Valdemar. They told the interviewer that they very
seldom had thoroughgoing discussions about each partner’s freedom of movement
and access to resources. Instead, they reacted to events and situations one at a time, as
they occurred. One example of this strategy occurred when the interviewer asked if
they had a fair distribution of all the different housework tasks. They both answered
‘yes’ to this question, and Vivi then continued: “…but it’s not as if we have sat down
and said ‘Is it fair if I pick up the kids from daycare, or is it if you do?’ In that sense
it is what is most practical there and then, and not what’s most equitable, that carries
the most weight.” For them the ongoing, daily practical, “there and then” was more
important than equality goals, in the short and the long run; in the same way that
peace at home seemed superior to justice and fairness.
Talking about gender equality in the manner of Vivi and her husband was a very
common occurrence in the study of thirty Danish, Finnish and Swedish heterosexual
couples with children that forms the empirical basis for this chapter.1 This is what
Jenny, one of the Finnish women, said: “Well, there haven’t really been many things
to discuss. This has been sort of the most adequate distribution [of work tasks] anyway,
I think.” Gunilla, one of the Swedish women, said: “Often, one can’t choose, anyway,
because a thing sort of has to get done, and the children need to get driven places, and
things have to get finished. Well, then you don’t stand there fussing about ‘who does
what?’, but you just do it so that it gets done.”
“The practical attitude” and the desire for “peace at home” did not prevail in all
couples, however. For instance, Jaana, one of the Finnish women, explained: “But
I am so strong that I always tell Jarmo that ‘If you didn’t do that, I couldn’t stand
living with you!’ If I had a man who didn’t participate, I wouldn’t put up with him. I
really wouldn’t want to live with him, with such a man. It is that important that these
things are fair.” Sofie, a Danish woman, gave her views on men who do not participate
equally at home: “I think men who can’t toast a piece of bread, or can’t find out that
white clothes shouldn’t be washed with red clothes are strange – I think that’s basically
rather pathetic. And then I think ‘there must be something wrong with his brain’.” She
finished by saying that she would never be able to respect her husband if he did not
participate in the housework on the same basis that she does. These justice-oriented
couples will not appear in this chapter (for more about them, see Magnusson, 2006).
In this chapter the main focus is on how the legitimacy of concepts such as gender
equality and fairness is often undermined by the presence of other discourses and daily
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practices. I investigate what the concepts are taken to mean when couples use them
explicitly, and when these uses serve to de-legitimate them as agents for change. The
narratives that my analyses build upon are part of a Nordic research project in which
women and men in heterosexual couples with children have given accounts of how
they organise their daily lives. The next section briefly describes this study.

The study “Politics and gender in Nordic families: Danish,
Finnish and Swedish heterosexual couples’ negotiations about
gender constructions and gender equality”
Although there is strong political agreement in the Nordic countries that equality
between women and men should be favoured as a goal for politics and reforms, there
is less agreement about the details of what this should mean in daily practice – for
instance in the family. The political agreement seems vague enough to open up spaces
where many meanings of gender and gender equality may proliferate. Sometimes
these meanings are contradictory, and sometimes they are even counter-productive,
i.e. inhibiting rather than promoting change (Bergqvist et al, 1999). That such is the
case is indicated by surveys showing that housework and family responsibilities are
unevenly distributed between cohabiting women and men with children. Women do
most of the work connected to home and children (Deding and Lausten, 2004; Lausten
and Sjørup, 2003; Statistics Finland, 2001; Statistics Sweden, 2004).
In the study “Politics and gender in Nordic families: Danish, Finnish and Swedish
heterosexual couples’ negotiations about gender constructions and gender equality”,
we wanted to investigate connections between political equality discourses on the
national level and the ways in which cohabiting heterosexual couples make their own
sense of gender and gender equality. To that end, we2 interviewed cohabiting men and
women together, to enable them to give their joint accounts of their everyday lives as
parents, workers, and partners. We interviewed thirty couples with children; ten from
each of Denmark, Finland and Sweden. We selected couples that conformed to the
“prototypical” picture of families in these countries, in that they consisted of a man
and a woman who were the biological parents of the children in the family. They were
selected to achieve similar distributions across educational levels and children’s ages, as
well as across types of geographical location (cities, towns, small communities) in all
three countries. All participants were of ethnically Danish, Finnish or Swedish descent.
We wanted to target the “ideals”, those families that most of the gender equality
propaganda until recently has been aimed at (Törnqvist, in this volume).
We asked all couples to tell us who usually did each of ten of the most common
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household chores (cooking, shopping, vacuuming, laundry, watering the plants, etc.).
We added up the answers for each couple, and obtained a “scale” where the extremes
consisted of couples where the woman did all but one or two of the chores, versus
couples where the chores were evenly divided between the partners. About one-third
of the couples gave answers that summed into roughly equal distributions, and onethird into the most unequal distributions. The remaining couples were situated in
between these extremes. In the analyses presented in this chapter I sometimes relate
these groupings to patterns in the accounts of the couples interviewed. In this respect,
the couples we interviewed did not deviate from the general patterns of sharing found
in their respective countries.
The couples produced their narratives in a situation where not only both were
present but where they were also giving their accounts together to an outsider. We
expected such a situation to bring out what we might call their “official versions”
of their family: the picture that they wanted to present to a friendly and interested
outsider. Within this conversational situation, the study investigated how the women
and men in these couples recruited, and put to use, culturally available gendered
discourses when they talked about their daily practices and about themselves and
each other. This chapter focuses on one part of this overall purpose: how couples
shape their accounts when they are explicitly reflecting on their own – and others’ –
gender equality situation. The focus is on the majority of couples who seemed to regard
achieving equality in their relationship as secondary to many other considerations.

The social production of gender equality accounts
This study has its basis in constructionist and narrative frames of reference (Wetherell,
Taylor and Yates, 2001a, b). This means seeing people’s identity projects and their takes
on daily life as shaped, to a great extent and through language practices, by culturally
determined ways of understanding events and activities. People are always ‘who they
are’ in relation to the self-understandings culturally available to them. People use those
ways of understanding the world that are made available to them in their particular
milieu by adopting, transforming or resisting them. When a person selects her identity
from available discourses she is also re-constituted as a subject at the same time as she
enters or “consumes” her chosen discourse (Edley, 2001). In these processes people
are active co-creators, but since the co-creation seldom takes place under altogether
equal conditions, some restrictions always remain. Certain restrictions stem more or
less directly from the “larger” society, in the form of legislation or labour market and
workplace practices. Other restrictions, seen from the individual person’s horizon,
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stem from his or her immediate surroundings, often the people he or she lives with
(Kaschak, 1992; Rosenwald, 1992).
In interviews, as in other speech situations, people to some extent form themselves
by “doing identity”, that is to say through the telling of stories about themselves and
others. They do this within available story frames or discourses that are limiting and
enabling in culturally specific ways (Bruner, 1991; Magnusson, 1998). When two people
who live together as a heterosexual couple give such accounts of themselves power
issues can be expected to be present, but perhaps not often in an easily discernible
form. For instance, when it comes to the day-to-day practice of a couple who live
together, it is often unclear who “decides” in respect of a specific matter, especially
since interaction in a couple often is not only about “decisions” but also about building
a relation and acquiring a common, or at least commensurate, attitude to life. It is
largely through common activities, and in narratives about such activities, that the
partners in a couple negotiate their way to their functioning versions of couple, man
and woman. In couples who live together, such jointly produced narratives probably
contribute powerfully to each partner’s identity project, since their investments in these
mutually reaffirming identities are likely to be great.
Such processes draw on the discursive power of normative conceptions such as “the
modern man”, “the modern woman”, or “the modern couple” (Wetherell and Potter,
1992). This kind of power is harboured in a culture’s systems of gendered meanings,
meanings that help people to produce valid expressions of what it means to belong to
one particular sex. “Local” versions of rules and gendered meanings in a particular
context function as pre-knowledge, prerequisites for being able to navigate social life
in that context. A person usually knows what is expected of her/him on the basis of
their sex, and also usually knows what to expect from others on the basis of their sex.3
Such gendered knowledge is usually “silent”, thus seldom explicitly expressed or even
(consciously) reflected upon by those who possess it. Its ways of working, though, map
out conversational or discursive rules that influence how people talk about themselves
and others (Haavind, 2000).

Analyzing accounts of gender equality and fairness issues
Basic to this study is a view of talk in interviews as both ‘data’ and ‘discourse’. It is
‘data’, since couples are talking about things that have to do with daily life and their
identities as women and men. But their talk must also be seen as ‘discourse’, since
they are also doing identity in the interview. As they talk they act out what it means
to them to be a man, a woman or a couple in that particular setting (Cameron, 2001).
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This dual view of peoples’ talk brings three aspects of the interview accounts into focus
for analysis. Firstly, content: what are the couples saying about the topic in question;
secondly, form and interaction: how are they saying what they are saying? The third
aspect focuses on the range of culturally intelligible possibilities from which they draw
their way of talking about the topic (Cameron, 2001).
While talking about how they organise daily life and their history as a couple,
women and men are often also managing accountabilities, that is, telling the best and
most credible stories they can (Horton-Salway, 2001). When they do this, and in order
to make each narrative as persuasive as possible, people tend to vary the meanings of
certain central concepts across narratives, depending on the local discursive context.
Such variation is especially prevalent when the talk concerns issues that are in some
ways controversial (Edwards and Potter, 1992; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). It is
therefore not surprising that talk about gender, femininity and masculinity often
draws on seemingly incompatible cultural notions. The researcher’s task in analysing
such accounts can be, for instance, to investigate in which situations different kinds
of notions appear, and what their consequences are. It is also important to look at
how notions work together to make certain ways of understanding oneself and each
other more likely and more intelligible, and to study how such processes are gendered.
In a study such as ours, where the couples have agreed to participate voluntarily and
without any monetary inducement, and where they generally seem to participate as
“good” examples, accountability management is likely to be fairly prevalent. Though
analyses of accountability management do not feature strongly in this chapter, the
existence of such strategies should be kept in mind as a background to the accounts
scrutinized here.
Since the interview analyses for this chapter were geared towards exploring the
explicit talk about fairness and equality in the interviews with couples, I began by
searching through all interviews for passages where such questions were the expressed
topic of discussion, and collecting them in one document, sorted according to couple.
Then I read through these extracts several times, searching for patterns in the talk, and
hints about the kinds of cultural resources or discourses that the couples recruited in
their talk about these topics. I then used these sorted extracts to describe illustrative
examples of the patterns. These examples and patterns formed the basis for the analyses
of all the extracts that make up this chapter.
The first, and very pervasive pattern, was the lack of centrality or spontaneity of
“gender equality” as a conversational topic.

166

Gender equality talk – the ingredients and the cake
Gender equality and fairness were not topics that often triggered animated accounts
from the couples we interviewed. They spoke eagerly and often quite extensively
about many topics – but not about gender equality, fairness and power distribution
at home. In most couples, such themes did not appear spontaneously in the inter
view conversations. With a few exceptions, where the woman brought it into the
conversation, the interviewer had to extract the informants’ views on gender equa
lity from them.
The couples seemed happy to talk about who did what chores. And they seemed
prepared to account for why tasks were arranged the way they were between them.
They talked freely about who worked the most hours outside the home and who spent
the most time at home with the children and so on. But they seldom related these
arrangements to gender equality or fairness. And they did not bring in issues of power
when talking about who did what in their family. Thus, the couples talked at length
about those things that researchers might call the ingredients of gender equality,
without as it were whipping them together into the shape of the whole cake. Rather,
they seemed to look at one ingredient at a time. While doing this they often brought
in other kinds of ingredients, so that the cake they mixed was not related to equality
and fairness. Instead, the narrators often employed traditionally gendered discourses,
while producing and presenting themselves as “the good family”, “the good mother”,
“the good provider”, “the conscientious professional”, or talking about “our different
house-cleaning thresholds”, or “other couples who quarrel unnecessarily”.

De-legitimating gender equality
The Swedish couple Bengt and Britta have an unequal distribution of household chores;
Britta does most of the work. When asked how she feels about their distribution of
housework, Britta tells the interviewer that she is content with it, and that they never
quarrel about such things. She then goes on to say:
Britta: It’s something I think many other people perhaps squabble a lot – too
much – about, you know: “Now it’s your turn to do the cleaning!” We have friends
who do…
Interviewer: Things have to be similar?
Britta: They have to be as similar as possible.
Bengt: Because, “If you do this, then I get to do that. If you go there, then…”
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Britta: We have never ever talked like that.
Bengt: No!
In this short dialogue, Bengt and Britta co-operated in painting a derogatory picture
of “schedules” for housework, as well as of ambitions to share equally. They did this
by distancing themselves rhetorically from couples who have such ambitions. Their
strategy involved firstly labelling equality discussions “squabbling”, a word that is
clearly of negative value for this couple. Then they declared, in unison, that they
never quarrel about such things; they don’t “talk like that”. Thereby they placed
their domestic peace – an achievement that tends to have positive social value – as a
rhetorical “stopper” to gender equality ambitions. They did this in their accounts by
connecting “equality” intimately, though indirectly, with disagreement and trouble.
Somewhat later, Bengt explained that their daily life simply would not function if they
had to aim for equal sharing of housework: “Then I would… things wouldn’t work
well for us. We would get angry with each other”. Thus, in order to uphold peace at
home, equality had to give way.
Similar derogatory images of “schedules” and equality discussions connecting
“equality” to adversity were quite common occurrences in the interviews. Another
example, with a slightly different twist, appeared in the accounts of Cecilia, a Swedish
woman in a couple with an uneven distribution of housework. For her, being able to do
“one’s own thing” seemed to be the important thing, not equality, as she said: “I have
never felt the need for us to – well some people have sort of schedules of ‘I do this and
you do that, and I have done that this week’ … I don’t think so. It must be better if
one does what feels like ‘This is my thing’.” Ideals of individuality and self-realisation
thus could be used to de-legitimate strivings for equality.
In several couples, individual differences featured as the rationale for not entering
into equality discussions. For instance, when Malin, a Finnish woman in a couple
where housework was unevenly distributed, was asked if she was satisfied with her
husband’s contributions to the housework, she replied: “…my threshold is lower than
his when it comes to what needs to be done, and such things – so I suppose I only have
myself to blame if I think I get too little help.”
The ‘difference’ theme occurred with a less individual slant in the accounts of Jenny
and John, one of the Finnish couples with an uneven distribution of housework and
responsibilities. John explained why they distributed responsibility for housework, as
well as actual housework, unevenly. For him, this was a matter of instinct, not justice:
“Of course both of us go in for it, but perhaps despite all that, this mummy – mummy
thing is more of a, it’s more an instinct that’s stronger, I think, sort of more powerful.”
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In a similar vein Mette, a woman in one of the Danish couples that had an uneven
distribution of housework, highlighted differences between women and men that she
felt needed to be considered: “I think that as a mother you also want to be there for
your children; but I think it is easier sometimes for fathers to distance themselves a bit
from that.” Difference in these last two examples seems more directly related to each
partner’s sex, and thus hardly “individual” at all.
A few couples explicitly portrayed gender equality as harmful in one or more
ways. For instance, Mette (see above) commented on what she described as many
other women’s misdirected demands for gender equality: “Who is to say that the
ideal is for women to go out and be as stressed as men? Who can say that that is the
optimal thing? I don’t think so. I can’t be bothered to waste my time on that. Who
has made that model? I mean, who made the unwritten rule that this is how it should
be?” Equality in her version thus becomes something that may harm women rather
than help them.
Some couples explained that circumstances made equality impossible as a goal for
them at present. For instance Pernille, a Danish woman in a couple with a medium
distribution of housework tasks, who wished her husband to contribute more, said:
“Well, looking at our lives right now, I can’t quite see how things could be arranged
differently… So, there isn’t anything for me to be very discontented with.” Thus, she
had decided to stop complaining.
These were some of the many accounts in the interviews that showed gender
equality and fairness to be secondary in these couples’ everyday organizing, as well
as in their images of themselves and each other. As can be seen in the extracts, the
arguments vary. The final result, however, is uniform in de-legitimating gender equality
arguments in the daily lives of the couples. I will now discuss how the accounts and
arguments that these women and men used may connect to their identity projects as
women and men.

Identity stories that leave equality outside
For the couples speaking in the previous section, gender equality was not a goal.
One would not expect them to say that they needed to change this or that in order to
become more equal. For them, “classical” political arguments for gender equality and
fairness seemed to lack rhetorical force: it would appear to be difficult to use “gender
equality” as a lever to change things in these couples’ day-to-day ways of organizing.
Judging from what they tell us, their main goal was instead to make everyday life run
reasonably smoothly without conflict.
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Neither did they seem to think that others ought to give priority to equality. One
may deduce this from the fairly large number of couples who talked in derogatory
terms about “others” who fight and negotiate about equality or make schedules for their
division of housework. They sometimes pointed to those “other” couples as possible
failures. The failure motif was particularly present in some cautionary tales. These tales
tell us that equality-oriented couples risk separation precisely because they negotiate
and quarrel too much about gender equality. Thus, “other couples” seemed to have
important functions in the ways these couples talked and thought about themselves:
by distancing themselves from the kind of couples who “go on squabbling”, they
reassured each other that they were not like them, and that they were committed to
staying together.
If gender equality and fairness were not important ingredients in these women’s and
men’s identity projects, what were those ingredients? Scanning those topics and issues
that the couples seemed to talk most spontaneously about may give an approximate
idea of what the most highly appreciated identity stories were for these women and
men. They talked particularly freely (and, as it seemed, were pleased to do so) about
questions related to these themes: professional success (making money, having a career);
involvement in working life; being family-oriented or work-oriented; being a mother
(emotional commitment, expert knowledge, responsibilities and work tasks involved);
being a father (involvement in the children’s sports activities, sometimes feelings of
inadequacy); being a happy family and investing in making the relationship last; the
importance of having rewarding leisure time pursuits, and the difficulties in achieving
this; doing things together as a family; doing things together as a couple; doing things
on one’s own; and space for self-realization as a person.
They did not talk as eagerly about their own situation with respect to “gender
equality” or fairness. In fact, when they were asked questions about gender equality
they usually did not produce stories, but rather brief responses. It was as if the other
identity stories reduced the space for personal narratives about equality issues. And
could it be that the themes and stories above, by standing in the way of producing
stories about gender equality, also prevented “gender equality” from becoming an active
ingredient in people’s subjectivities?
Narrative and constructionist approaches to psychology would argue that such
obstruction could be expected. These approaches focus on how people perform their
identities in their daily lives, and how they, through this performance, recreate and
maintain these identities as well as their ideas about what a good identity is. People’s
stories about themselves and others play a very central part in such performance
(Bamberg, 2004; Bruner, 1991). Performances of identity do not happen in a vacuum
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but always in contexts replete with culturally rooted conduct, decrees and prohibitions
that mark out the norms and boundaries for acceptable ways of being a woman or a man.
Being feminine or masculine in culturally acceptable ways means to act in accordance
with these decrees, and – as important – to experience these acts as expressions of one’s
own personality (Haavind, 1998; Magnusson, 1998). Also, acceptable behaviour will be
perceived as confirming and legitimating those particular acts as signs of, for instance,
“natural” feminine or masculine characteristics, or good motherhood or fatherhood. The
act itself then proves, both to the person and to those in his or her environment, that that
is what it means to be a modern woman or man, or mother or father.
As seen in the couples above, local social norms and rules for acceptable ways of
being a woman or man may often change more slowly than official ideals. Then, the
steps in an individual’s identity-producing processes may have little or no room for
“gender equality” ingredients. Such ingredients will consequently be experienced as
‘outside’, that is to say not part of one’s identity. The next section discusses possible
ways in which this can happen.

Equality accounts without identity ingredients
When listening, as in this study, to people’s narratives about their daily practices,
equality ideals often seem to be embedded in a recalcitrant cultural mixture of
discourses and wishes that de-legitimate equality as anything that could rightfully
make demands on ordinary people’s everyday lives. This discursive mix works to make
“gender equality” appear, almost by definition, external in relation to one’s love affair,
and to one’s views of oneself and one’s partner. For some, “gender equality” may even
seem so “external” that it appears as something that others try to force upon them;
something they certainly did not ask to have imposed on them, and perhaps even
something that might ruin important things for them. Mette’s extract above, about
“forcing” women to be equal against their will, was one of several examples of this
view among the couples we interviewed.
To put it schematically: in such externalizing narratives, official gender equality
discourses seemed to be constituted as a thin surface layer of (usually) professed
general ideals. These ideals appeared, as it were, perched on top of multiple layers of
robustly sedimented ideas and experiences based in traditionally gendered practices
closely related to identity experiences. The gender equality discourses seem seldom
to succeed in percolating through to these sedimented layers to encounter them and
perhaps modify them (Wetherell and Potter, 1992). As a result, those ingredients which
constitute major parts of one’s subjectivity, such as “motherhood” or “femininity” or
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“masculinity”, etc., do not become amenable to the influence of “gender equality”
as it is perceived. This may especially be the case with aspects of identity related to
heterosexual love.

Gender equality ideals encounter the romantic project:
from ideals to danger
Today, heterosexual romantic love is usually seen as the cornerstone and self-evident
basis for forming and maintaining a lasting family relationship between a woman and a
man. In contemporary western cultures, if no love is present then there is no legitimate
relationship to maintain. How do such discourses interact (or interfere?) with gender
equality ideals? According to Nordic researchers such as Anna Jonasdóttir (1991), Hanne
Haavind (1984) and Carin Holmberg (1993), they interact in complex ways to make
“love” contribute to the maintenance of gendered asymmetries and power differentials
within couples. How can that be? Can true romantic love between a man and a woman
really coexist with inequalities and a power asymmetry in their relationship? Today
this may seem like a contradiction. Looking back over the development of modern
society, however, we find that in traditional discourses of romantic love, being a woman
in a successful heterosexual romantic couple inevitably required subordinating one’s
wishes and needs to one’s male partner. Such subordination was part of the very
definitions of a heterosexual relationship, as expressed for instance in earlier marriage
ceremonies. These definitions were based on strong cultural images of women and
men as essentially different, and men as more highly valued than women (Giddens,
1992; Jonasdóttir, 1991). Thus, “love” has no history of guaranteeing against inequality
between women and men.
Contemporary ideals of heterosexual love, however, have left the subordination
part behind, and are usually expressed as the “pure” encounter of two equal and free
individuals in a mutually affirming relationship (cf. Giddens, 1992). Have they thereby
moved beyond gendered asymmetries? Opinions differ, and I will not pursue this issue
further here. Romance and love are for most people still played out within the daily
grind of work, childcare and household chores. Today’s discourses of romantic love
are situated in a complex juxtaposition to other discourses and practices of women
and men as parents and workers. In the Nordic countries this juxtaposition is further
complicated by publicly propagated political ideals of gender equality.
Judging by the interview conversations in our study, at least some couples perceive
the demands of the contemporary romantic project to be in conflict with the political
ideals of gender equality. Thus, we earlier heard Bengt declare that he and Britta

172

“would get angry with each other” if they had to strive for equality. He did not think
their relationship could sustain such discussions. In a similar vein Rikke, a Danish
woman in a couple with an unequal distribution of housework, recounted a previous
relationship where equality was often on the agenda, and commented: “… I think it
is extremely trying for a relationship if one has to keep discussing who is to do what,
and if one partner keeps telling the other partner ‘Now it’s your turn to…!’ “
In Bengt’s and Rikke’s accounts, bringing together romantic relationship issues
and gender equality resulted in predictions of some kind of unease, or even danger.
Such predictions were sufficiently prevalent in the interviews to merit analysis. It may
seem paradoxical that gender equality and fairness – words of concord and agreement
that denote balance and harmony – often seemed to invite associations with their
opposites: inequality, imbalance, disagreement and conflict. It was as if simply talking
about gender equality would cast a shadow over a couple’s harmonious presentation
of themselves.
The several couples in our study who report that they do not keep “squabbling”
about fairness show each other that they are not like those “other” couples who do.
But they may be doing more than that. In having quarrels over the issue of fairness
unacceptable because these would shatter their concord, they also appear to effectively
close down such discussion as ‘an argumentative avenue’ for themselves. From then
on, if one of them were to feel that housework tasks were really unfairly distributed,
it would seem difficult or impossible for them to complain about this without feeling
responsible for causing unnecessary conflict over trivial issues.
Let us look at an instance of such argumentative closing-off in one of the couples.
Torben, a Danish man in a couple with an uneven distribution of housework, said: “All
couple relationships have the same problems. Basically, they discuss the same thing
over and over again; namely that the woman always wants to change the man, don’t
you see?” According to Torben, women are wrong not to be content with what their
husbands do at home, and wrong in wanting to make them do more housework, and
especially wrong in quarrelling about this. Many couples among his acquaintances
keep quarrelling over the issue of how fairly housework is distributed; quarrels that,
according to Torben, usually have to do with such petty little things that one ought
not to bother about. He took one example: whether one throws one’s dirty socks on the
floor or carries them to the laundry basket. Far too often, relationships go to pieces over
such trifles: “But many of those small, totally insignificant things tear lots of couples
apart completely.” Torben gave several examples of couples where such quarrels about
trivial matters had led to divorce.
In Torben’s account it is the quarrels that result from women seeking to make
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their male partners contribute more to housework that lead to divorce, not the unfair
distributions of housework as such. For someone who thinks in this way, it may seem to
make good sense to avoid negotiations and quarrels about fairness at home. However,
in doing so, one also closes off an avenue to change.
Some consequences of such a closing-off can perhaps be guessed at when listening
to how Tine, Torben’s wife, subsequently commented on the “insignificant things”
referred to above, such as throwing dirty socks on the floor: “But we couldn’t have it
that way – there just has to be some orderliness to things and tidiness everywhere, and
we wouldn’t have that if one of us was that way and I, for instance, was a different way.
That would clog up the system, wouldn’t it? And, as I also say, if one over and over
again keeps saying ‘Yes, but why don’t you do that, too?’ – throw your dirty socks in
the laundry basket, I mean. If one has said that five times and it still goes on, then that
is a source of irritation, and why should one burden the other by becoming irritated
over such a little thing?” Thus, rather than demand fairness over dirty socks and risk
the dangerous quarrels that Torben had pictured, Tine here told the interviewer that
one should refrain from even becoming irritated. Her argument was well within the
argumentative frames that Torben had just drawn up.
Would it have been possible for Tine to have moved outside the frame and say
that she thought it more important to have a fair distribution of housework than
to maintain peace at home? We cannot know this, but we do know she did not do
so in the interview. Perhaps she had attempted to earlier, though. An interaction
between them soon after Tine gave her account above may hint in that direction.
Torben mentioned that earlier they had also disagreed about those “little” things. He
continued by saying that after a few years one’s edges get rubbed smooth, and that he
and Tine had become more alike. Tine then laughed and said: “I have had to rub a lot
of my edges smooth because I have been, and still am, much of a perfectionist.” This
comment implies that it was Tine, rather than Torben, who had had to “rub her edges
smooth” and change her demands on him, because he would not accept them until
she did so. In that sense quarrel and conflict about equality had not been profitable for
her. In such a context it may feel safer not to bring up equality issues at all.
Might this ‘play-it-safe’ strategy be reinforced by Torben’s earlier cautionary tales
about male friends who divorce their wives because they refuse to put up with the
wives’ equality demands? In the interviews we have collected, such outright cautionary
tales were not common. One would not perhaps expect them to be, considering the
conversational situation: a woman and a man in a heterosexual couple relationship
telling an interviewer about their daily life together. It makes sense for them to want
to present themselves in a flattering light, especially since they had volunteered to take
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part in the study. However, slightly less explicit varieties of cautionary or closing-off
interactions were more common, as in the following brief illustrations:
Carl, a Swedish man, compared his wife to other women: “I think many would
become completely hysterical because – well I, I may as well admit it – there’s much in
our home that rests on Cecilia. And the question is how many would accept that today.”
Portraying an angry woman as hysterical, as Carl did, is an old way of discrediting her
anger. In using this portrayal, Carl was at once telling the interviewer and Cecilia that
Cecilia was not “like other women” – that is, she was better than them, an invitation
that women sometimes have had difficulties resisting – and posing an unspoken threat
that she would be seen as “hysterical” if she were to quarrel, with possible untoward
consequences.
Bengt, a Swedish man who we encountered earlier, told the interviewer about his
wife Britta: “I think she knows that she can’t make me do certain things.” Thus, he
told both the interviewer and Britta that he had drawn a line over which Britta was
not expected to dare cross with respect to her demands on him. Johan, also a Swedish
man, compared his situation to that in other couples where the wife demands more
involvement in housework by the husband: “With others it sometimes – well they
get told off when they come home late, and there’s a bad atmosphere in the family,
and one thing and the other.” This was one of several opportunities that he took, to
tell the interviewer (and his wife) how compliant his wife was, but also of indirectly
telling her about the negative consequences that would ensue if she weren’t, that is, if
she were more like the other wives.
Yet another example was provided by Lauri, a Finnish man whose wife, Lotta, had
recently started making much greater demands than before regarding his participation
in housework as well as with respect to her right to her “own” time. Lauri was not
pleased with this development and said: “I see it this way: do I have to put up with
this? I mean, do I have to? Or should one find some other kind of solution?” He did not
go on to explicitly threaten with a divorce, but judging from his wife’s reaction in the
interview, the existence of such a threat seemed likely.
To summarize the analysis presented in this section: for quite a number of the
couples in this study “gender equality” and discussions related to equality seemed to
be closely associated with uneasiness, discord and conflict. Some couples indicated
incompatibility between the demands for equality and the demands of their romantic
relationship. The stories some of these couples told about other couples’ failed
relationships seemed to indicate a concern that equality issues could disrupt their
own relationships.
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Conclusions?
Judging by the narratives and analyses that form the basis of this chapter, “gender
equality” does not have an easy and well-paved road into the inner sanctums of the
homes of many heterosexual citizens in the Nordic countries. Is this rather pessimistic
picture the whole truth about gender equality talk in Nordic couples? No, of course
not: among the couples we interviewed, approximately one-third gave accounts that
were clearly in favour of gender equality as a central value, and some of those couples
also argued strongly on the side of equality. But for that majority in this study who did
not bring equality in as an explicit goal, the accounts I have analyzed in this chapter
give a representative coverage of typical arguments and rhetorical strategies.
The analyses show how the conversations in these couples often pit equality
discourses unevenly against what seem to be more identity-relevant ideas and discourses
for the participants. This juxtaposition was often done in ways that strip “equality” of
its rhetorical force – a force that gender equality workers and feminists often take for
granted. Consequently, “more of the same” gender equlity propaganda that we have
seen so far may be insufficient to influence couples like the ones in this chapter to
move in a more equality-friendly direction. If these couples do not buy into the basic
ideas that most gender equality propaganda is based on, then simply producing more
of that kind of propaganda may be a waste of effort.
How should one proceed given this situation? Keeping within the necessarily
limited scope of the kind of study that I have reported on here (leaving aside the fact
that talk is not everything in the life of a couple, among other things), the following
are a few suggestions: Comparisons of the arguments of “recalcitrant” couples with
conversations in couples who have adopted gender equlity values as their own may give
interesting insights (cf. Magnusson, 2006). Another avenue would be to continue the
close study of – and argumentative struggle with – those discourses and identities in the
lives of heterosexual couples that serve to trip up and de-legitimate traditional equality
arguments. This would mean that arguments in this political sector have to move
away from primarily dealing with equality, and into closer combat with contemporary
notions of, for instance, identity, individuality, motherhood, fatherhood, as well as
with discourses on difference and “biology”, as they are playing themselves out in the
lives of heterosexual couples today.
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Notes
1. The actual words used in the conversations were, for gender equality: “jämställdhet”
(Swedish), “ligestilling” (Danish) and “tasa-arvo” (Finnish). For fairness the corresponding words
are: “rättvisa” (Swedish), “retfærdighed” (Danish) and “oikeudenmukaisuus” (Finnish). Official
definitions of gender equality vary between countries, but in most political circumstances an
acceptable definition would be: equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities for women and
men to pursue work which provides economic independence, to care for children and home, and
to participate in politics, unions, and any other social activities (Nordic Council of Ministers,
2005; Statistics Sweden, 2004).
2. “We” here consists of the three interviewers, one from each country, and I as the project
coordinator and researcher. The interviewers were Elisabeth Hellemose (Denmark), Kristin
Mattsson (Finland) and Lena Wännman (Sweden). They have carried out and transcribed the
interviews and participated in parts of the analyses. The research was financed by NOS-S,
Nordiska Samarbetsnämnden för Samhällsforskning (Joint Committee for Nordic Research
Councils for the Social Sciences).
3. I use “sex” here since this term seems to me to fit best with common sense conceptualizations
of what the bases are for expectations of oneself and others. “Sex” in this sense is not used as an
analytical category in this study.
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TRINE ANNFELT

FROM SOFT FATHERS
TO THE RIGHTS OF THE SPERM?
Biologism as a Heteronorming Resource

There is a long tradition within Norwegian politics of stressing the best interests of
the child as the most important consideration when making family policy decisions.
This article explores the arguments given for a mother’s and father’s rights between
1980 and 2000 as these are made visible in some of the political documents related
to the so-called Children’s Act.1 I investigate how argumentative resources, primarily
biologism and equality ideology, are used to reason about parenthood and social rights.
From the eighties up until the present, I find a change in the use of these resources
that can be summed up as a change in how important a father’s care is considered to
be versus procreation. Accordingly, the article focuses on the political battles over the
representations of father and mother, and of the relationship between father and child.
These battles must be seen in the light of the frames of their own time. In the article,
these are analyzed as inputs to the heteronorming discourses that were entangled
within discourses of family and equality in the years 1980 to 2000. I will first present
my findings based on the analysis of the political documents, and thereafter relate
them to changes in society’s discourses about fathers and the family. Before doing
so, however, I will briefly discuss the analytical approach that I use to explore this
question.
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Analytical approach
The basis for the analysis used here is the role language and discourse play in constituting
society, culture and identity (Burr, 1995). Language is seen not so much as reflecting
society as producing it. Language is both an established system for meaning making
and a resource with which one can challenge or witness what is believed to be true.
Discourses are “…practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak”
(Foucault 1972: 49). With reference to Foucault one can say that we are all enclosed in
discourses that make up the frames for our understanding of society and the phenomena
surrounding us. Discourses have effects because they limit what we comprehend and
how we do so – for what we understand as right, natural and true. At the same time,
significant battles take place. Every utterance is a small contribution to these battles,
a contribution that can back up or challenge the hegemonic discourses.
A key word for what I am researching is influence, both with regard to the content of
the discourses and in respect of how to deal with matters in the real world. Documents
dealing with the field of family politics can be described as being indicative of the
executive power in a country. The logics which are written into them are deposited
in the laws and the body of rules. In turn these rules are implemented in, and carried
into effect through, the institutions of society. In this way they represent important
premises for the conduct of many people’s lives. At the same time, the logics guiding
the politicians come from more or less hegemonic (understood as more or less supreme)
understandings in the contemporary society about how different phenomena are and
should be. In this respect, I have argued that politicians are enclosed in and have access
precisely to the same discourses as everybody else. The difference between them and
many others is the position from which they speak and the power and influence they
therefore speak with (Neumann, 2001).
The data for this chapter came out of a reading of some of the basic documents
relating to the Children’s Act of 1981. Very soon it became clear to me that the role and
importance of the father had been talked about in rather different terms throughout
the second part of the last century. I then began searching through the documents
looking for passages where the father was the expressed topic of discussion, looking
for agreements and disagreements between the politicians. As I will show, change in
these agreements/disagreements followed certain patterns, revealing that the discursive
recourses available changed over time in accordance with certain changes in society.
The aim of the chapter is to show how these changing discourses made up what at
any time was taken-for-granted about fatherhood. How did the politicians use these
recourses and how did they destabilize or (re)produce the discourses available?
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Biologism in family policy
Biologism will be used here as a common term for an argumentative resource that
naturalizes the connections between mother or father and child. Biologism can be
activated and contribute to the production of a given truth about highly different
conditions related to heteronormativity. Up until the time when the Children’s Act
came into force, biologism had most visibly been used to support mother’s priority
access to small children in the case of separation. The core of the argumentation
was that a natural and partly biologically justified mutual relation exists between
mother and child, and that it could have serious consequences for the child’s personal
development if this was not taken into consideration.2 Additionally, mother was ‘best’
because she invested most in the children in terms of time and care. This way of
thinking was about to be abandoned in the documents related to the introduction
of the Children’s Act. The committee preparing the law was concerned that court
decisions in respect of child custody should not lean on traditional patterns of sex roles
(NOU 1977). Following an increase in the practice of sharing care for children whilst
living together, the law should in principle also grant an equal right of parental access
to children in cases of separation. This was in the best interests of the child because
equal sharing within the context of a relationship could imply that children were “… as
strongly or more strongly”3 attached to the father as to the mother. What was crucial,
according to the committee, was the giving of consideration in each individual case to
who was best fitted to provide the necessary care. As the committee notes: “When you
disregard the nursing, we are speaking of care that a father can also give”.4
Around 1980, in other words, a destabilizing of an exclusive mother-childbiologism had come so far that it left imprints in the works of law. It was still possible
to base arguments on the natural bonds between mother and child without losing
political legitimacy, but politicians using such arguments were few and far between.
An argument about suitability started to emerge. It is linked to both genders and is not
rooted in a ‘natural’ point of departure. In the argumentation of the Children’s Act
committee of the Ministry of Justice and also in most cases of the Odelsting,5 when it
comes to qualifying for the award of parental custody consideration of what is best for
children should be measured according to the effort put in by a carer. A biology-based
argument about the ties between mother and child comes to be seen as antagonistic
to gender equality, and this is where the discourse about what is best for the child is
fixated so that the gender equality argument wins. An important point to note here
is that the social impact of this implies that the individual mother’s rights to parental
custody are reduced in a parallel movement. However, around 1980 there was general
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agreement amongst politicians that the mother’s priority would in practice continue,
because the division of roles and responsibilities in most families still implied that
mother took the main responsibilities for home and children. In the event of a possible
separation she would be rewarded in the form of a greater possibility for keeping the
children.
The Children’s Act committee points to a historical development with regard to
visiting rights. Visiting rights were accepted for the first time in a plenary judgment
in the Supreme Court in 1940 (NOU, 1977:35) and prior to 1956 there were no legal
rules for such rights. In 1977 the committee agreed that visiting rights should follow
on automatically from the law and that this right should also be activated when mother
and biological father did not live together at the time of the child’s birth. The proposal
was supported using the argument that there was a need for a change in attitudes. The
goal it was said should be to create and strengthen contact between father and child.
In cases where the biological father wanted visiting rights, it was, according to the
committee, important to underline that the mother should not react negatively. This
formulation establishes the mother as a possible threat to the relations between the
biological father and the child: the mother should not, but could obviously respond
negatively to it. The Children’s Act committee’s view was that as a point of departure,
it is “…obvious that visiting rights is in the child’s best interest, unless the visitation in
itself seems to create conflicts or can lead to the child suffering mentally or physically”
(NOU 1977:35: 64).
The bodies entitled to comment were somewhat split over the proposed amendment
(Ot. Prop. no. 62). Its critics pointed out, amongst other things, the negative effects
that such a rule could have on both mother and child, that consideration given to the
biological father should come second, that a biological father should not interfere with
an established family situation – including a social father, and that being acquainted
with the biological father might not in all situations be for the best. Here, the biological
father is established as a threat to the mother and the social father and the relations to
the child that follows on from the status of being social parents. But many critics were
also of the opinion that in most cases it would be a positive thing for the biological
father to gain visiting rights. This was also the line adopted by the Ministry. The
Ministry of Justice agreed that it was worrying that visiting rights for biological fathers
should follow automatically from the law when the parents had not lived together, but
also agreed that this right should be quite easy to obtain (NOU 1977:35: 35).
The biological ties between father and child are not given a single word of mention
by the Children’s Act committee and the Ministry of Justice. The importance of the
biological ties is nevertheless implied. The aim stated in the committee’s general terms
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of reference was to “…put weight upon encouraging gender equality between the
mother’s and the father’s relations to the child” (NOU 1977:35: 11). One approach was
therefore to promote the biological father’s visiting rights – in cases where he wanted
them. Biologism is consequently present as a discursive resource that can – and is –
made topical to the advantage of the biological father’s relationship to the child. Here,
an implicit argument about biological ties is not in opposition to equality between
biological parents as it was in the argumentation about mother’s priority. Biological
ties are thus introduced as a way to promote gender equality.
The importance of biological ties is also implicit in the discussions of the rules
concerning the trying of a paternity case. Around 1980 one discussed the position
of pater est as a rule to prove paternity in the body of laws.6 Up until then this rule
had occupied a strong position. The Children’s Act committee of 1954 had decided to
uphold the limited possibilities for decision-making in cases where a husband was not
the father of his wife’s child. The reason for this was, amongst other things: “…the
importance of birth within marriage for the child” and the view that decisive weight
should be given to protecting a marriage (NOU 1977:35: 40). One admitted that a strict
carrying out of the pater est-rule contradicted efforts to prove biological paternity.
However, the argument was that one should weigh the different considerations
against one another, and in 1954 the conclusion was that birth within marriage and
the desirability of protecting an existing marriage weighed heavily enough for narrow
boundaries to be maintained. In other words, the biological argument lost out to other
considerations.
NOU 1977:35 reached another conclusion in their discussion about the body of
rules related to affiliation proceedings. But also here biological considerations are
treated as secondary. This committee connected the best interests of the child to
a discussion of the importance of a social father versus a biological father, as they
argued:7 “Changes in paternity can break down the social identification that a child
has after having lived through its first years. The worst case scenario is if one does not
succeed in proving who the child’s biological father is – and the chances for [not being
able to prove it] decreases as the child gets older.”8 There had to be limits as to who
should be allowed to bring up the issue of fatherhood, other than the child itself. The
child obtained a general right to take legal action, but the committee restricted the
rights of the adults: “When there is a disagreement about the paternity, an affiliation
proceeding can be very agonizing, and the loss of a father can have unfortunate mental
effects on the child. (…) (T)he (previously) mentioned considerations could also call
for restricting access to raise the paternity question again.”
Whether paternity resulted from marriage with the mother or was imposed, the
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considerations of the child should weigh heavily. Affiliation proceedings had to be
taken before the child had turned three years of age if the father and the mother lived
together at the time of the birth.9 If they did not live together, the father should have a
relatively wide recourse to legal action if information that made the paternity doubtful
appeared. Nevertheless, out of consideration to the child, the minimum necessary
time should pass from the new information becoming known until the taking of legal
action. If a long time were to pass, the requirements for allowing an affiliation ought
to be tighter because with increasing age the child would find it increasingly difficult
to break the ties. The most important argument related to an affiliation proceeding is
therefore not the importance of the biological ties per se. Rather, arguments about what
is best for a child revolve around emotional ties between the child and the father that
can follow both a biological kinship, and a social fatherhood without any biological
connections. The ministries, those bodies entitled to comment, and the Ministry of
Justice all agreed to the general suggestions proposed by the committee. Neither of
these instances argued that there was an independent value for the child to know its
biological origin.
According to their mandate of 1975, perhaps the most important task of the
Children’s Act committee was to work out a proposal that placed the relations between
child and parents under one law. Up until then these relations had been regulated by
two laws dating from 1956; one law for children born within a marriage, and another for
children born to unmarried mothers.10 The debates in the Odelsting show that by 1981
the question of a common law was overdue. Comments from politicians demonstrate
how much understandings of reality must have changed since the middle of the 1950s.
“It is really amazing that up until today we have had totally different laws, one for
children born in, and another for children born out of wedlock”,11 says a representative
from the Conservative Party of Norway. A politician from the Labour Party says: “It
is gratifying that we now get to weed out the conceptions ‘children born within and
outside of marriage from our laws. This should in turn lead to a weeding out when
it comes to forms of expression. I am thinking of the characterization ‘illegitimate
child’, a discriminating stamp that must be completely removed from the language”.12
I read the astonishment expressed at the impact of the former discourses of the relation
between birth within a state of wedlock and the child’s value as a sign of changes in
heteronorming processes. The unmarried mother is indeed still rendered suspect in the
political documents, but in 1981 the excluding movements no longer included the child.
In 1981, it was evidently no longer birth within a state of wedlock that decided who
the child was. As shown above, what one united around now was the importance of a
social father. Social paternity, and not biological descent, is thus raised as the (most)
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important thing for the child. The social relations to the father figure is emphasized
and underlined, independently of whether this figure is biologically given – or not.

The fundamental issue for a human being in the year 2000:
To know who one is?
Around the year 2000, the Party of Progress13 suggested changes in the regulations
concerning the determination and change of paternity (Document no. 8: 15, 2001–
2002). In their proposal and in the political documents where this is addressed, a
biological argument is (made) central.14 It is first and foremost a change in the weighting
between the social and the biological father. The Party of Progress was of the opinion
that the biggest problem with the present law was that “…the child does not get to
know who its biological father is and that biological fathers do not get to know if they
are fathers or not. To know who one is, is fundamental for a human being” (Document
no. 8: 2, emphasis in the document). Here, it is neither birth within marriage nor the
social father, but precisely biological paternity that decides who we ‘are’. In the followup by the ministry it is pointed out that there now seems “…to be a broad agreement
that knowledge about biological origins has a big emotional impact for the individual
human being (…). Many are of the opinion that it is important for children to know
their biological origin as early as possible, and that this speaks for removing deadlines
and premises for raising an affiliation case” (Discussion document: 4).15
The discussion document (høringsbrev)16 points out that the winning of an
affiliation case can have big practical consequences for the child’s everyday life. The
legal father has statutory rights in the form of visiting rights and potential parental
responsibilities. After an affiliation case, the child might have gained a ‘new’ biological
father as a legal father, whereas the ‘old’, social father will in such a case have lost his
rights as legal father and simultaneously all rights to the child and vice versa. If the
affiliation case leads to separation between the mother and the person who has been
the child’s legal father, the child can lose contact with the former father. The Ministry
further writes that it has “…given consideration to the need for calm around the
established family relations, and to the children’s and parent’s need for knowledge
about the biological paternity” and reached the conclusion that it is important “– that
children, to a larger degree than is the case in the present regulations, are guaranteed
knowledge about and potential contact with their biological father as early as possible”.
Thus, changes are supported according to the suggestions made by the Progress Party,
which means that “…the conditions and deadlines to apply for a lawsuit in paragraph
6 of the Children’s Act concerning change of paternity is annulled, so that mother
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and legal father and the third party who believes that he is the father of the child,
in the same way as the child, always can prosecute in order to change the paternity”
(op. cit., p. 7).
The Ministry received extensive support from the bodies entitled to comment,
from the family committee, and from the Odelsting. Everyone now agreed that the
biological ties were important (negotiations in the Odelsting, 3 December 2002).
Biology became privileged as a right. As the representative of the Party of Progress
put it: “As politicians, it is important that we focus upon what is best for the child.
It should be an obvious right for all children to know about their biological origins.”
Or as the representative of the Conservative Party argued: “(A)s a politician, I do not
feel like explaining to other people why I think they should be deprived of their right
to know their biological origins or their offspring.” In 1997, the Christian Democratic
Party was of the opinion that it was best for children to “continue to grow up in a safe
and stable home with their mother and their legal father”. By 2002 they had come to
the opinion that “the worst consequence of the pater est-rule is to introduce deceit
into the system, something we cannot defend”. The Minister for Children and the
Family from the same party reminds us that a man who believes he is a father can have
a legitimate interest in instituting an affiliation case and thus “…make it possible to
establish a longed for contact with the child”. The Socialist Left Party wanted to ‘stress
that what is best for the child and the child’s rights should be protected. However, the
Socialist Left Party wanted to “tone down the biological a little”. It was for the child
to decide whether or not he or she wanted to move or spend time with the biological
father. The argument used was that where a child had had a social father for 15 years,
one had to assume that (the relation) was quite important to both the child and to
the social father. The Labour Party also agreed to the main features of the proposed
amendment, but argued that there should not be an automatic right for a third person
to try an affiliation case after the child has turned three if another father-child relation
was already established. However, the party failed to win support for their argument
and the proposed amendment of the Children’s Act was agreed by a majority of 56
votes to 19. As a result, paragraph 6 of the Children’s Act reads as follows: “The child,
both parents and a third party who is of the opinion that he is the father of a child
who already has a father can always try an affiliation case for paternity rights in the
Court of Justice after matrimony or admittance.”
Through its members on the Family, Culture, and Administration Committee,
the Party of Progress issued a commentary to the majority’s annotation to the
recommendation on the determination and change of paternity that the Odelsting
discussed above. The party did not agree with the majority’s specification that “…the
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best interests of the child must be safeguarded where the child has lived with the social
father for many years prior to a biological father showing up. It must be the Court
of Justice that ensures that the child is heard when the biological parents disagree
about the right to parental responsibility and visiting rights” (Recommendations O.
no. 26, 2002–2003, the committee’s annotations: 1). In the Odelsting, the party’s
representative explained this position as follows:
The Party of Progress does not support the annotation quite simply for fear that (…)
the Court of Justice will have the possibility to take away the child’s (…) right to spend
time with the biological father in consideration to the social father who has been present
over time. (…) It must never happen that the child’s rights with respect to the biological
father are weakened in any way, or that the biological father’s possibilities to spend time
with his biological child are weakened. (The Odelsting, 3 December 2002)

Around 1980, the mother and the biological father were established as threats to what
was best for a child, as shown above (p. 7). In this cited paragraph, it is the social father
who constitutes the threat. The quotation from the Party of Progress provoked the
following response from the Cabinet Minister: “I agree with the representative that
what is best for the child takes priority over all other considerations. It is the best
interests of the child that shall be decisive in all cases” (ibid., The Christian Democrat
Minister for the Family). In the political discourses of 2002, a shift is apparent in the
weight attached to the biological father and the social father relative to one another.
What is best for the child is represented as either knowing or having knowledge of its
biological origins while, at the same time, potential social aspects of the father role is
not examined. Biological kinship seems to have taken over from being born in wedlock
when it comes to what is important in defining who one is.
The meaning of biology is put into play with regard to the field of adoption. On
the one hand, a biological argument is now winning support through a (re)activation
of discourses about ‘roots’ – also in relation to adoption. Howell (2001) points this
out in respect to the adoption of children from other countries. Expensive trips to the
children’s countries of origin have increased in extent and popularity, and it is not the
children – but the adults – who are taking the initiatives. The discourse about roots also
gains support through the media, where programmes about adopted children looking
for their biological parents have high viewer ratings. On the other hand, this supposition
also meets resistance. A contribution to a debate in Dagbladet (17 June 2003), in which
the Korean-adopted journalist Hanne Eide Andersen replies to a psychologist in the
state family administration is an illustration of this. The psychologist is quoted as
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saying that “all human beings have a form of anchor in the country they were born
in’ and that he ‘thinks most of those adopted from other countries have a natural
interest in the country they were born in”. To support his argument he refers to the
high number of people who have turned to adoption organizations and authorities, and
to the increased interest for organized journeys to the countries of origin. However,
Andersen does not accept the naturalizing claim of ‘an anchor’, and argues that today
this goes for most others, too:
During a one and a half year period, Verdens Barn [the World’s Children, an adoption
organization] has received 139 requests regarding biological origins from people adopted
from other countries. During one and a half weeks I have received 40-50 e-mails from
adopted children who, similar to me, do not share this interest.

Today’s statements about the father gain validity in a different network of statements,
practices, and institutions than that which existed around 1980. What we see in the
parliamentary documents therefore is not an expression of the fact that we have now
finally understood the importance of knowing our biological origins, but an expression
of the fact that a new local truth of importance is struggling for discursive hegemony,
that is, to be taken for granted. The discussion document mentioned above is therefore
right when it points out that the biological argument has now become something
that many people support and experience as true. That many people do experience it
as true is all about the ‘terms of existence’ of the statements in question, including that
they arise from authoritative sources, e.g. within science, technology and the media,
that many have come to listen to. Also, the ministry’s discussion document and the
politicians’ discussions on this subject can be seen as contributions to discourses that
fight to confirm and legitimize biology as being so important that other considerations
have to be put aside.17
Fatherhood in the 1980s and fatherhood in the year 2000 are both “best for children”,
but the representation of the father that is now held up as an example to follow has
new features. The biological father is promoted as a figure of vital importance to the
child’s best interests. The main qualification raised in respect of this state of affairs
concerns biological ties. The child’s rights are threatened if the now taken-for-granted
mutual interests between biological father and child are not protected by the political
authorities. There is still a predominant agreement that this can have consequences
for the relations between child and social father, but as the discussion document says
(see above): “many are of the opinion” that knowledge about, and potential contact
with, the biological father is so important that, in a situation of choice, it must be given
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priority. Bringing the biological father into the foreground wins almost full support in
documents relating to the Children’s Act. All the representatives above agree to this
position, even if the Socialist Left Party and the Labour Party are somewhat reserved.
Not least of interest is the contribution from the Socialist Left Party. The representative
for this party starts by confirming that the Socialist Left Party is also on the side of
the children, adding that the party wants to tone the biological down somewhat. I
interpret this expression to mean that in the Odelsting in 2002 one can tone down
the importance of the biological a little without losing legitimacy, but maybe not so
much. Legitimacy is strengthened by simultaneously making assurances that one is
acting in the best interests of the child. The Cabinet Minister speaks in a similar way.
The rights of the child is superior to anything else and should count in all situations/
connections, she declares solemnly, and shows that in 2002 it is taken for granted
that this implies a strengthening of the biological father’s position relative to that of
the social father and the mother. Using a conception from Moxnes (1992: 244) this
representation of the father strengthens ‘the rights of the sperm’ in the Children’s Act.
The effects of the progress of this representation is, amongst other things, seen in the
changes made to the Children’s Act as well as to those areas that the law regulates,
for example, by the fact that the Act regulated the biological father’s access to a child
irrespective of whether he knows (or even has ever met) the child.
Around 1980, as mentioned before, biologism lost its discursive power to legitimize
the mother’s first right to small children, and the effect of this was strengthened
because the mother’s presumption was understood to be contrary to gender equality.
An argument in favour of a father’s right to children equal to that of the mother’s in
the event of separation was simultaneously made legitimate by the assumption that
parents had equally shared childcare and responsibility before separating. In 2002, a
broad swathe of politicians from the Party of Progress to the Socialist Left Party made
use of gender equality to argue for the change in paragraph 6 of the Children’s Act.
The Socialist Left Party points out that children’s rights regarding the clearing up
of paternity have always been safeguarded in the Children’s Act. What is new in the
amendment to the law is that gender equality between the woman and the man is also
safeguarded, since the biological father’s right to try an affiliation case is now made
unconditional. Or as the Party of Progress expresses it, the mother has enjoyed a right
of veto. Now, justice and equality between mothers and fathers is secured because the
father is no longer dependent upon the mother’s agreement in order to be able to make
a DNA-test (Negotiations in the Odelsting, 3 December 2002). In this argumentation,
the connection between effort and gender equality is extinguished and the biological
father is made equal by the power of his genes alone.
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What about mother?
Representations of father and mother are constructed and reconstructed with the
help of changing battles of meaning. To the degree that they become fixated, they
also have effects in real life. This is quite visible when, for example, the representation
of the mother changes from one of vital importance for the development of a child’s
personality to one in which the only thing separating the mother and the father in terms
of their importance for the child is the fact that the mother nurses.18 The presumption
in favour of the mother in case of divorce follows, amongst other things, from the
first of these representations. Struggles over representations also take place in political
fora and here the effects are perhaps especially distinct because the representations
that at any time are presented as true have concrete consequences in and through the
law. I have previously pointed to other changes in representations of the mother since
the 1980s (Annfelt, 2007). Mothers are still represented as an unequivocal good for
children. However, new ways of representing her have now also found their way into
the parental categories. Now she ‘very often’ stops the divorced father from seeing his
children and puts them through a ‘hopeless upbringing’ by nearly depriving them of
their father.19 My conclusion is that the mother is represented as a problem and the
father as a victim – with the consequence that it will be a task of the legislators to
protect father from mother. The formulations of the Party of Progress presented above
follow just such a discourse: The father has been abandoned in favour of the mother,
something that the change in the law will now make right. To sum up, the changes
in representations have had effects in the form of the right to the offspring. To put it
in other words: The concrete consequences for the individual biological mother and
father are all about changes in the right to the children.
Changes in representations are also visible through what is not said in a certain
period of time. If the line is drawn back to the political discourses around the equivalent
laws in the 1950s-60s, the family consisted of mother and children. In the 1980s,
father is distinctly positioned and around the year 2000 the central family political
discussions are precisely centred on the father (Renolen, 2005). A Danish study shows a
similar development (Jørgensen and Larsen, 2003). This work looks into different ways
of formulating ‘family’ in the Danish party programmes. One of their main findings
is that during the course of 40 years, the mother-child and the father-child relations
switched places with respect to who was presented as the core of the family. These
authors argue that the Social Democratic Party’s programme from 1961: “…silently
passes over fathers as parents” while “women are generally conceived as mothers,
and there seems to be no intentions or desire to change that fact”.20 The mother and
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housewife stood at the centre of this representation of the family. In 1977, according
to the party programme, women take an active part in society and society must take
responsibility for tasks that women previously handled by themselves. Society must
support the family and the view is clearly expressed that men must now become active
in the family as fathers. The term ‘mother’ has disappeared from the programme “…
to be replaced by parents or fathers”. The father is also mentioned explicitly in the
programme from the beginning of the 1990s. In this programme, the child is at the
centre of the family and its right to both its biological mother and father is addressed.
Father is still “the focal point of the parents” and mother the invisible part. Jørgensen
and Larsen conclude that “…in the modern welfare state, the family is constructed
through the father and the children”. Also, researchers who work with gender equality
have observed the strong focus on the father-child relation (Carbin, 2005). During
the last decade, gender equality has become synonymous with Swedishness, Carbin
writes, and ‘the Swedish daddy’ has become the premier example of how far one
has reached. The government has taken the responsibility to teach gender equality
internationally and in this process it is the stories about the active caretaking fathers
that are exported.

Father in everyday life around 1980 and 2000
Politics is wrapped in the constellations of ideas, images and practices of the present.
This sets frames for what is reasonable and possible for politicians and people in general
to think and do. What was obvious and taken-for-granted regarding fatherhood and
family around 1980 and 2000? What had support as being right and best? Which
representations were fought over? At both points in time there were boundaries for
what could pass as appropriately gender equal, but the content of what could actually
pass was not the same. At both points in time the boundary negotiations centred on,
amongst other things, representations of masculinity.
It is obvious from the parliamentary documents that the politicians of the 1980s
understood that they were gathering around a future-oriented body of laws. Gender
equality had become a cue for parenthood, but was to a larger degree seen as an
ideal that should be realized rather than as a project that already had been carried
through. The 1970s carried with it a lag from the post-war staging of the admirable
man (Faludi, 2000). This constituted the representation of the father as breadwinner
and pater familias, and at the beginning of the 1980s more women and men than
today maintained these discourses through the ways in which they formed their lives
and their productions of meaning. But the 1970s also brought forward the gender
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equality oriented fathers who wheeled the baby carriage, paraded to get more nursery
places, changed nappies and stayed at home when the children where sick. In their
own time, they were looked at with admiration and worry. They were both admired
and desexualized and ridiculed, something that can be understood in the light of the
logics and ideals of everyday life that at that time carried the collective reality. Brandth
and Kvande (1993: 232) remind us about this past when they contrast the 1970s with
the time around the year 2000: “(T)he father image which feminists debated in the
seventies, ‘the softie’, is not at all present in today’s images (…). Staying at home
looking after a small baby is no threat to their masculine identity.” The characterization
‘softies’ – used by feminists – is a good expression of the fact that the gender equality
men were moving on the border of the heteronormed acceptable. What kind of men
were they really? To be at home with small children challenged the boundaries of
the culturally understandable21 and was enough to activate homophobia. The gender
equality fathers challenged the dominant representations of gender relations and they
proposed alternatives. Their practice can be seen as contributions in a continuing
battle over which representation of the father should be hegemonic. As we saw from
the politicians’ discussions above, there were strong desires to modernise the shaping
of fatherhood. However, in the political discourses there are no traces of suspicion
towards the old-fashioned father’s masculinity either. But childcare and images of
equal parenthood alone was a risky business for the attribution of (heterosexual)
masculinity.
The discursive climate of the 2000s offers other representations of the father. The
engagement of fathers with children is presupposed and met with enthusiasm, and
their masculinity is not questioned (Brandth and Kvande, 2003). The father who now
runs into problems is the one who does not want to participate in the birth, who
doesn’t take paternity leave and who refuses to wheel the baby carriage. This father
can also be subject to suspicion, but such suspicion will not extend to the question of
his (heterosexual) masculinity.
Andersen (2003) has made an interesting observation when it comes to representations
of the new fathers. Advertising- and artistic photographs of well-built men stripped
to the waist with a child in one arm have become popular. These photos have been
seen as symbolic of the caretaking father role, but should according to Andersen also
be seen as assurances that this father is heterosexual. Here, attractive men pose, men
who do not leave any doubt about their position and function in the couple relation.
Even if representations of masculinity are changing as a result of the new fathers’ care
of children, they are kept in place by the couple relation’s assurance that the father
is heterosexual. “We are with this witness to a ‘reformed’ and equal nuclear family,
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where (…) gender is created with sexuality and intimacy between mother and father
as point of departure, but also, for the fathers, in the intimacy between fathers and
their children,” Andersen writes (2003: 71–72). The imagery of the child in one arm
ascribes intimacy as well as reproductive abilities to the father.
Not all groups of caring fathers meet with the same enthusiasm (Collier, 1999;
Andersen, 2003). These are hetero- and homosexual fathers who are respectively alone
with children or have shared custody. These fathers necessarily live fatherhood in ways
that are different from the traditional solutions. But rather than the focus falling on
what these groups’ constructions of fatherhood have to contribute, they are according
to Collier (1999) perceived and characterized as problems (see Andersen, 2003: 73).
The ways in which these fathers organize their families is seen as an indication both
that the couple relation, in the form of a sexual life together, has broken down or
has never existed, and by the men being seen as mothering22 fathers in those periods
when they are alone with the children. The father’s caretaking, with the connotations
for women’s position in the family relation that such work still carries with it, is not
thereby discursively compensated for by the implicit assurance of heterosexuality that
the couple relation provides (ibid.). The difference between the 70s’ ‘softies’ and today’s
fathers is therefore not as such about how the relation to the mother is organized. The
difference lies within the connotations of the hegemonic representations of masculinity
then and now. In our culture this hegemony always corresponds to representations
of heterosexuality (Connell, 1995). What (the married) gender equality fathers of 30
years ago have in common with today’s single fathers is a rupture with the expectations
of their own time as regards the performance of heterosexual, masculine positioning
in a family setting. As Andersen puts it: “Their [the single fathers’] way of reforming
parenthood is (…) not seen as a renewal, but more as a problem through differing from
a hegemonic heteronormative standard of organizing family and parenthood” (2003:
73). This they share with the 80s’ ‘soft’ fathers. They, too, broke with the hegemonic
standard for the organizing of fatherhood.
Discourses of equality and gender differences have collided both in the 1970s–80s
and today. During both periods the progress of gender equality discourses has also
been beaten back or halted by, amongst other things, counter discourses producing
representations of the father with the help of connotations of heterosexuality, i.e.
discourses that are archetypal of a complementary discourse of gender as difference.
The counter discourses that some decades ago desexualized the ‘soft’ fathers can
be interpreted as being the response of that time to the gender equality discourses’
interaction with the discourses of gender as difference.
Heteronormativity can produce the homosexual as the abject, as the contemptible
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and forbidden who does not belong with ‘us’. That can obviously also befall the hetero
sexual when it diverges in specific ways from context; this abjectification, aided by
connotations of femininity and homosexuality, points to the forbidden. The gender
equality men challenged the clear differences that were tied to the social organizing
of heterosexual gender at the time. Gender equality seemed to be antagonistic to the
heterosexual discourse of gender difference.
The desexualization I point to above is unthinkable now because the hegemonic
representation of the father is that of the gender equal father. In a context in which the
hegemonic representation of the gender relation is one in which ‘everyone’ agrees that
it is gender equal, the heterosexual regulation simultaneously seems to find new ways.
Eva Magnusson shows how heterosexual partners co-operate to maintain difference
and in-equality in their division of tasks under the shelter of gender equality discourses
(see her chapter in this book). Andersen’s and Collier’s analysis indicates that gender
regulations now imply that the connotations of heterosexuality must be made more
distinct. It is not enough to remove one’s sensible shoes and the purple scarf. The body
itself must be used to document and provide assurance of a heterosexual orientation
and thus of a discourse of the continuous validity of difference and of the privileged
position of heterosexuality in relation to homosexuality (Annfelt, 2002).

Is the nuclear family challenged?
Butler suggests that in Western ideology the nuclear family’s discourses of difference
are understood as basic for children’s acquirement of a ‘true’ world. It is as if society
shares a conviction that if culture is to move on, children have to grow up with a
dualistic frame of reference in the form of a mother and a father (Butler, 2002: 29).
This frame initiates and supports the child’s incorporation of culture. Reality is created
through this frame. George P. Murdock’s launching of the concept ‘nuclear family’
can be read as a demonstration of this. Even if several grown-ups can be included in
this constellation, its core is two adults of different genders “…who maintain socially
approved sexual relationships and one or more children, either belonging to, or adopted
by the sexually cohabiting adults” (Murdock 1949: 1).23 The hegemonic discourse
of family privileges this type of gender relation and makes deviant other ways of
organizing oneself sexually and as a family.
Parallel to this, in real life, the nuclear family is challenged. Over the course of
a few decades we have seen an increased diversity of family forms, and a range of
discourses are now battling to establish ‘their’ representations of parenting as inevitable
and good for children: is it not just as good (if not even better) for children to have one
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biological parent as two, to have one or several parents that the child is not biologically
related to, to have parents of the same sex, or to have parenting consisting of a mother,
a co-mother and father, a father, a co-father and mother and so on? Parallel to increased
diversity in everyday life, a number of contributions from research and through the
media have joined the battle to define what is good. These contributions have, amongst
other things, shown that over the years a range of children have grown up with lesbian
mothers, non-biological fathers, two mothers and a homosexual father, just a mother or
a father and so on, and have had a good childhood (Levin, 1993; Innala, 1997; Howell
and Melhuus, 2000; Stiklestad, 2003; Andersen, 2003; Andenæs, 1996, 2005). At the
same time research and other material has appeared on the subject of traumatized
childhoods in nuclear families (Mellberg, 2002; Eriksson, 2003; Nicolaysen, 2005).
Using a notion derived from the theory of discourse analysis, one can say that these
discourses are now battling on the same terrain (Jørgensen and Phillips, 1999). To the
degree that the new wins through, the consequence is that the perceived naturalness of
the heterosexual nuclear family’s claim to be ‘best’ is undermined. The research shows
that other ways of organizing the family are as good as the nuclear family. It can be
just as important that this research can be subversive and destabilize the truism of the
nuclear family’s normative basis and position as norm giver. The nuclear family as the
original form that other families should copy can be undermined.
The processes that we see the contours of can be characterized as queering, that is
processes that tear up discourses, structures and practices in ways that challenge and
influence heteronormativity in ways such that culture changes (Sullivan, 2003; Eng,
2003).24 Or more precisely: We see elements in a process that, if it expands and continues
over time, can imply that the hegemonic representation of the kind of family that is best
for children might be based on something else than heterosexuality. The naturalization
of the heterosexual family as necessary, wanted and best, is challenged and can even
be seen as threatened by the diversity in family forms.
Today’s representations of the father can for most discourses be summed up as
gender equal and heterosexual. For society as a whole this representation seems to be
hegemonic at this moment. This hegemony can explain the legitimizing power the
representation has in relation to new rights and spaces of action for the heterosexual
fathers. The hegemony might be destabilized a little by the practice of homosexual
fathers and by researchers and activists who work with them, but not a lot. To
implement new constructions of meaning as a basis for changes in this hegemony
obviously requires a lot more expansive and intensive discursive work than we have
seen up until now. When it comes to the representation of family, we might also see
the contours of a process of queering, but that is all. In some discourses it is presented
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as true that something other than heterosexuality also can be the basis for families that
are good for children. In this connection, Barr (2004) points out that for some people
the Danish self conception as liberal implies an agreement that also alternative families
can be acknowledged and awarded rights in line with the heterosexual nuclear family.
The nuclear family still remains the ‘norm’ and ‘the other’, the next best. At the same
time the contingent nature of the nuclear family’s normative basis is not revealed.

Heteronorming in family policy now
Sexuality is not an issue in the political documents relating to the Children’s Act. Still,
the expectation of heterosexuality is present as the taken-for-granted presupposition
that is the starting point for all talk and action. My suggestion is that the newly won
political agreement that the biological father is best for children should be seen as
connected to the changes in the heteronorming discourses that I have pointed to as
well as with the representations that are validated now. Reviewing the gender equality
discourses of the 1970s and 80s, we saw that an argument about natural ties between
mother and child lost ground to the benefit of an argument about ties resulting from
an active caretaking relationship with the child. A key word was suitability as a
consequence of socialization, not biology. With the amendment to paragraph 6 this
situation has turned about, since biological ties to fathers now give these fathers legal
rights and priority over potential social fathers. New representations about the nature
of things are about to challenge the degree of unambiguous importance that was so
characteristic of the social father of the 1980s and 90s. It is on this terrain that all
representations of the father do battle, including the representation of the biological
father as being best for children. Still, this terrain gives the last mentioned persona
a resource that the others must manage without; that is, closeness to the already
deposited, former hegemonic discourses that, as a matter of course, turned the family
into a heterosexual and biologically consolidated unit. Not any old biological father
is declared best for children in the political documents, only the heterosexual men,
including those who became fathers through casual sex with the children’s mothers.
In paragraph 6, the right afforded any man who thinks he is the father of a child to
have paternity decided – at any time – is underlined precisely. Paternity following
sperm donation, which is homosexual men’s way to fatherhood, leads to worry, not
enthusiasm. However, sexual orientation is not enough by itself. The social father loses
his rights when the biological father turns up. The heteronorming of the family that
is displayed here is supported by discourses of heterosexual orientation and biological
ties as adequate for children.
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Biologism tends to have effects on everyday life by highlighting and legitimizing
specific spaces of action, rights and duties as ‘natural’ for individuals with a given
biology (Oudshoorn, 1994; Lie, 2002; Spilker and Lie 2007). For women, biologizing
has mainly legitimized reference to the action space of the private sphere, with the
limitations – and possibilities25 – that this at any given time has implied. Since the
limitations have been most obvious, a destabilization of biologism has been one of the
most important goals for feminism (Moi, 1998). Turning to the possibilities opened up
by biologizing discourses, the analysis of Danish and Norwegian party programmes
(Jørgensen and Larsen, 2003; Renolen, 2005) and of the Norwegian political documents
concerning the introduction and amendment of the Children’s Act, suggest that
something happens to the chain of reference biologism-space of action-rights when it
meets gender equality ideology. The mother becomes less visible as a figure – in the
party’s programmes she disappears completely. And she is increasingly represented as
having a less important role for the offspring. In the 1980s, the politicians claimed that
the mother’s only advantage over the father was that she could nurse. Around 2005 it
was even questioned whether this difference really means anything (see note 18).
Encountering gender equality ideology also changes the expression of the
heteronorming of the father representation. The discursive battles of the 1970s-80s
were about the ‘old-fashioned’ or ‘soft’ father being best for children. With regard
to the chain of reference biologism-space of action-rights, biological kinship was to
a large degree taken for granted while (some) men worked for a larger space of action
for the father and legitimized this with arguments about caretaking. Around the year
2000, a common agreement about the importance of the biological father arose. The
new reproduction technology, including testing for DNA, the strengthened focus on
‘roots’ in adoption policy and the media, socio-biology’s stronger voice and more can,
as previously mentioned, contribute to an explanation of why biologism is particularly
accessible as a discursive resource at the present time.
The naturalizing of the importance of biological bonding, when working together
with the ideology of equality, seems to legitimate more and more rights for the father
based solely on biology. Around 2000, the Party of Progress gained enough support for
its view that nothing should be allowed to stand in the way of the biological father, not
even a social father of many years’ standing. As a result, paragraph 6 was changed by
a clear majority. In 2004, the Equality Ombudsman acting with reference to equality
adopted the policy of granting automatic parental responsibility to biological fathers
(Christensen, 2005). In this proposal, parental responsibility is made dependent on
biology irrespective of whether the father has been living together with the mother
or not, and irrespective of whether the father has contact with the child or not. The
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suggestion is that the father’s influence and rights are automatic, while his caring role
is optional. Or put differently: his rights shall follow as a consequence of blood ties
alone and be unrelated to merit.
I believe the renewed focus on the importance of biological ties contributes to the
advantage of gender conservatism. For some decades now we have, to some extent,
seen ongoing discursive and social practices that formulate and implement new family
forms. These can in principle win through as taken-for-granted and normal either
in line with, or as replacements of, family forms organized by the old premises of
heterosexuality and gender. But they might also lose the degree of legitimacy they
have won and again appear as “(…) less normal or even abnormal” (Neumann, 2001:
133). Representations of caretaking fathers have just recently acquired status as normal
and even admirable. In this situation (in the political documents that I have analyzed
here), the problem (re)presented by the politicians is not to strengthen the ties between
child and social father, but to give rights on the basis of blood ties. Bacchi (2001)
suggests that, amongst other things, one investigates how political problems are
represented, which effects these representations give grounds for, and who would be
likely to gain advantages from them. In this article I have tried to follow this course.
The political discourses surrounding the Children’s Act are part of the battles about
what should be considered normal, best for children, just, and so on, in a social
landscape with a growing plurality in family forms, fatherhood and equality. The
extent of agreement that the politicians show across party borders, and that they
have manifested in the changes to § 6, becomes very explicable with reference to the
discursive inertia pointed to earlier. Still, it becomes problematic in relation to possible
political intentions concerning a softening up of heteronorming discourses of gender
and sexuality. Comparing the political discourses of the 1980s with those of the new
millennium shows some of the approaches to the problem that are in circulation. Are
we currently seeing a re-launching of (the heterosexual) father’s supremacy grounded
in the rights of the sperm?

Notes
1. Law 1981-04-08 no. 07: Law on Children and Parents (referred to in this chapter as “the
Children’s Act”). The law came into effect in 1981 and its provisions came up for discussions
again around 2000.
2. See e.g. negotiations in Odelstinget no. 13, 16 March 1981.
3. Ot. Prop. No. 62, 1979–80: 28.
4. NOU 1977:35: 64.
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5. See NOU 1977:25 “Law on children and parents” (the Children’s Act), Ot. Prop. No. 62
(1979–80), Negotiations in the Odelsting no. 13, March 16th 1981 and Inst. O. No. 30 (1980–
81).
6. Pater est as a rule of evidence mainly concerns how and to what extent it is possible to
change the husband’s status as the father of the wife’s child.
7. NOU 1977:35: 35.
8. The Children’s Act committee here refers to the possibility that, after a few years, witnesses
and the parties directly involved would themselves not remember the course of events around the
time the mother became pregnant: did she have several sexual partners at the time in question?
(ibid.: 37).
9. This was in accordance with existing rights.
10. NOU 1977:35: 10.
11. Negotiatons in the Odelsting no. 13, 16 March 1981: 208.
12. Negotations in the Odelsting no. 13, 16 March 1981: 206.
13. The ultra right-wing Norwegian party.
14. Report from the Odelsting no. 25 (2001–2002); negotiations in the Odelsting no. 26
(2002–2003); negotiations in the Odelsting 3 December 2002.
15. Suggestions for changes in the regulations governing the determination of paternity and
the change of paternity-discussion. The Ministry of children and family 11.02.2002.
16. The discussion document or høringsbrev (literally “letter of hearing”) in Norwegian is
a document or letter (brev) that the department sends to interested parties and institutions
in society in order to obtain their opinions in respect of specific proposals put forward by the
department.
17. Schaanning (1997), with a background in Foucault, discusses what is required for an
expression to be represented as legitimate and valid. One main point is historical context. What
is important is that expressions speak to the time and space that they are a part of. To be made
valid and have an effect they must at least be understandable within a context and preferably be
legitimated by it, too. In other words, there must be what Foucault calls terms of existence that
make possible what is said. It is a whole network “… of statements, practices and institutions that
are put into play so that the prevailing looks valid”. And Schaanning continues: “The discursive
field that Foucault is hunting for (…) is the already spoken (together with the associated helping
aids, practices and institutions) that make up the field of possibilities. The field of possibilities
(…) is quite simply made up of what already exists.” (1997: 184–185)
18. This argument for mother being number one for the child and father being number
two has lost further ground since around the year 2000. Now the meaning of nursing has
been destabilized. The term “nursing fundamentalism” has popped up. Towards the end of
2004, one of Norway’s biggest papers had the heading “Cut the nursing time” on its front page
(Dagbladet, 8 December 2004). Inside the paper, there was an interview with family researcher
Anne Lise Ellingsæter, who argued that parental leave must be shared between the parents if
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gender equality is the goal. She is quoted as saying that “… it is health fundamentalism to use
nursing as a contra argument”.
19. Per Sandberg, the representative for the Party of Progress, during negotiations in the
Odelsting, 22 February 2001.
20. http://www.5thfeminist.lu.se/ws.php?id=25&raknare=19
21. This is Søndergaard’s notion and covers Butler’s concept of “cultural intelligibility”
(1993).
22. Andersen (2003) uses this term to refer to fathers who have the whole or shared custody
of children.
23. The definition includes an additional requirement of shared household and co-operation
with respect to the family economy and reproduction.
24 . Eng has defined queering (in a lecture held at NTNU, 19.01.05) as “something that
can happen when practices, acts, speech, identities, representations, bodies etc., that do not
signify ‘the normal’ or the ‘wanted’, disrupt in a way that challenges and affects heteronormative
structures and/or acts, speech, identities etc… so that the space, the context, the culture, the
discourses change over time”.
25. I would like to thank doctoral student Elin Rekdal for reminding me of this point.
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K ATTIS HONK ANEN

EQUALITY POLITICS
OUT OF THE SUBALTERN

Since I have not broken the ties that bind me to underclass poor black community, I
have seen that knowledge, especially that which enhances daily life and strengthens our
capacity to survive, can be shared. It means that critics, writers, and academics have to
give the same critical attention to nurturing and cultivating our ties to black community that we give to writing articles, teaching, and lecturing (hooks, 1990: 30)

bell hooks has always stressed the importance of the link between theory and politics,
and in this case she argues for continued political work in the community that she
has ties to. As an academic she has not broken these ties. Demands can be heard for
Women’s Studies to be “practically useful” in some way. On these occasions equality
research is often treated as a legitimator of the usefulness of Women’s Studies. Women’s
studies is seen to advance equality. It is seen to be for equality between the sexes. This
is mostly what new students also think about the discipline. Personally, I remember
sitting in seminar rooms and lecture halls listening to political speeches concerning
equality between women and men and wondering when the discourse would change
so that I was included. I often thought that perhaps politics is like this – a democratic
majority rule that in the end would benefit “all”. Women seemed to be preoccupied
with an identity politics that was predominantly middle-class and heterosexual. “We”
were all white academics. Equality discourses portrayed their subjects in a manner that
did not speak to my gender-queer identity. Maybe I was just misplaced?
When discussing equality or gender issues with my non-academic lesbian friends,
I hear that I am being too academic and theoretical. At those instances I like to recall
the words of bell hooks when she says that she not only talks postmodernism to
“intellectuals and academics” but also to non-academic friends. But to argue for the
relevance of one’s theories might not always be so easy – “they” might not be interested.
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I think about the often quoted passage in Spivak’s “Can the subaltern speak?” when
we speak for the other we speak ourselves (Spivak, 1994). How am I speaking when I
“speak equality” and to whom am I addressing my politics?
I try to express this discomfort and puzzlement in a theoretical language. In a
sense this means that I have not broken the ties that I have to white, academic equal
ity feminism; rather, I want to deconstruct it, and this deconstructive practice is a
politics. Within a constructivist epistemology, I ask what equality discourses leave
unsaid, what is marginalized in them and what power mechanisms are embedded
in them. I do this by deconstructing some of the language that equality discourses
circulate. I deconstruct the two-sex model and I see that this kind of deconstruction
is a necessary first undertaking for anybody involved with the discipline of women’s or
gender studies. I use the concept of the subaltern to open up the rhetorics of equality.
I use Spivak’s broad post-Marxist definition of the subaltern in order to show ways in
which the equality discourse speaks its own politics through various Others. In this
kind of counter political analysis of the political rhetorics of equality discourse, the
line between theory and political practice becomes central. Constructing a theory of
equality involves a practice of representation, and this practice is always political in
itself. The problems involved in not taking into account a politics of representation
is one of the main issues that I wish to highlight through this article. The article
represents the kind of critical and post-structuralist equality research conducted in
the research network Gender Equality – Between Rhetoric and Practice.
Maintaining an opposition between theory and political, “applied” practice can
safeguard the researcher from ethical deliberations and reflexivity in relation to her
own practice of representation. She might claim her theory to be just that – a reflection
or rumination on politics without being politics itself. In these cases the researcher
can prescribe various exclusive meanings to equality without acknowledging the
political stakes of her own practice. We need a genealogical awareness of our academic
representational practices. Within a deconstructive epistemology, it is not enough to
name oneself as a representative of this or that identity category and then proceed as
if other identities were outside of one’s own “location”.
Without a deconstructive conceptualization of knowledge, theory is seen as
something that comes “before” politics and as something that makes “knowledge”
usable for politics. This epistemology is also in use when the funding of equality
research is legitimized through its “usefulness” for society at large. Theory might also
be seen as coming “after” politics, attempting to solve the problems related to “the
practical” by making politics understand itself better – again without a genealogical
awareness of our academic representational practices. It is Spivak’s argument that this
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is the very logic behind the appropriation of the subaltern (Spivak, 1994).
By using the two-sex model as an example I will show in what instances such
appropriation might happen within equality research. Equality discourses that
normatively operate within the hegemonic two-sex model might end up appropriating
“the lesbian”, “ethnicities” and various marginalized “groups” through its practice
of representation. These others are appropriated into the hegemonic struggle that
feminism sets as its central task. I think that Spivak’s deconstructive approach is useful
as it manages to reveal how feminist practices that aim to take heterogeneity and the
other into account can still end up appropriating the Other. This happens when the
complicity between representation as speaking for (Vertreten1) and representation as the
staging of the world (Darstellen2) is forgotten (Spivak, 1994: 74). How could feminists
be constructive about the paradox they face: Being produced by the very discursive
power that we resist? How could we be reflexive about the seductiveness of resistance
– a seduction that calls us to become instruments of discursive power? Where to find
an opening for an ethically sustainable politics, a politics that we all strive for? The
production of knowledge that we are occupied with is an ethical practice, and ethics
is what politics relies on – our sense of good and evil.
As a politics of representation, deconstruction claims that there are no essences
behind the historical, social and linguistic processes that produce meaning, and that
it is these genealogies that must be made the foundation for politics. The practice of
representation has to be made explicit, and the problems involved in seeing language as
just a means of referring to objects or things outside it has to be repeatedly remembered.
The two senses of representation that Spivak puts forward become relevant here. If
representation as “speaking for” somebody, as being a proxy for (within the state and the
political) and a theoretical description of, as a staging of the world and as a portrayal of
oneself and the other are complicit, and if this complicity, when unexplicated, produces
silences and hegemonies, the only way to appreciate this dynamic is to deconstruct
these kinds of operations (Spivak, 1994: 70, 72).
The very production of categories such as “woman” is a political act and we need not
see these productive representational practices as “necessary” to further a politics that
would become possible “after” the category is produced. The politics of representation
is the first thing to take seriously within a critical equality discourse. Otherwise it
falls into a naïve identity politics where “women”, “working-class”, “transsexual”,
“lesbian” and various other categories are utilized to enable a “politics of rights” and
representation for the insurrectionary subject producing them as proxies for itself.
Although it can be argued that this might be helpful for some “groups” somewhere,
we cannot settle for this. In a neoliberal vein we circulate a language that “takes into
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account” identities such as class, ethnicity and sexuality without an epistemological
(genealogical) awareness of our own academic representational practice.
A deconstructive feminist epistemology conceptualizes discourses on equality as
strategic sites that enable and call for an iteration and repetition of gendered meanings.
These are also sites that allow for the reproduction of particular gendered, racialized
and national identities. Genealogically speaking, for example, the Finnish equality
discourse has been a site for identity construction for a particular kind of “woman”
who stands in a particular relationship both to the “man” (her man) and the nation.
What was called the history of Finnish women (written in the 1980s and early 1990s)
was in fact a history of equality, of normalized heterosexuality. It was a history of the
struggles of mostly middle-class women for the right to participate in working-life,
politics and education: in short, the life of the nation. One example of this discourse3
is the well-known book The Lady with the Bow: The Story of Finnish Women (Manninen
and Setälä, 1990) as it draws the history of this “equal lady” as far back as the Stone
Age using a particular rock-painting representing a figure with what can be read as
breasts (lady) and a bow (hunter) to produce a certain nationalist, two-sex based
equality discourse:
Were these women taking part in the hunt alongside their Fennian, Finnish menfolk?
And if so, were women more equal then than they were at many later periods? (Manninen and Setälä, 1990: 9)

These representations should be genealogically analyzed and deconstructed. Otherwise
they will continue to be used uncritically as part of a “politics out of history” to use
Wendy Brown’s (2001) formulation, used in a process of sedimenting a nationalistic,
identity-based discourse. These hegemonic representations, this staging of the world,
these portrayals, enable the unreflexive identity politics of the equal Finnish woman.
Furthermore, this politics is written into history as yet another grand narrative called
“the history of Finnish Woman”.

The subaltern and the hegemonic
I propose Spivak’s concept “the subaltern” to further the theoretization of the ideas
of diversity and multiplicity that contemporary equality research is engaged in.
“Sub” means under and “subaltern” is a Marxist term – it is Gramsci’s term by which
he meant “subordinated” or “non-hegemonic” (Morton, 2003: 48). In Latin “sub”
means beneath or below and “alter” means “the other one”. The subaltern conven-
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tionally denotes a junior ranking officer. In all its meanings the concept “suba ltern”
connotes power, dichotomy and hierarchy. The concept of the subaltern only becomes intelligible through the complicity between the “sub” and the hegemonic.
The concept of the subaltern becomes usable within a deconstructive epistemology
that takes into account the two senses of representation (Vertretung and Darstellung)
that Spivak puts forward in “Can the subaltern speak?” (1994: 75). Conceptualizing
the subaltern within a deconstructive epistemology hinders the constitution of a
range of diversities that become “subcategories” of the hegemonic western intellectual Self, a self that that is caught within its own identity politics and a realist epistemology and that sees intersections of different axes of power as “socio-cultural” and
“structural” categories awaiting representation. Diversity is not merely structural,
something “always already there” to be used for the researchers’ merely descriptive
purposes (Carbin and Tornhill, 2004: 113). Within a realist epistemology the voice
of the subaltern is constantly sought for in order to enable the speech and sense of
ethical decency of the researcher.
The subaltern is not “somebody”, it is not a person or a societal group. Rather, in a
deconstructive epistemology, the subaltern is a shifting place of silence and abjection
constituted by the operations of the hegemonic, of power. As an analytical concept its
strength lies in the fact that it only becomes intelligible through operations of power.
Spivak’s post-Marxian reading of the concept underlines the lack of a coherent political identity and is informed by a deconstruction of dichotomies. Spivak’s subaltern
is a tool that can be used to remind oneself of the ethics involved in representational
political practices.
A deconstructive epistemology is especially important when one operates with
an explicitly political discourse such as equality. Deconstruction departs from
representation. As a method it seeks silences and exclusions in theoretical and textual
practices. This clarifies, for instance, that simply taking diversity “into account” misses
the politics of representation and assumes categories and groups as something that just
are there awaiting political representation and theoretical description. Spivak writes:
Such theories [theories of power and ideology] cannot afford to overlook the category
of representation in its two senses. They must note how the staging of the world in representation – its scene of writing, its Darstellung – dissimulates the choice of and need
for ‘heroes’, paternal proxies, agents of power – Vertretung. (Spivak, 1994: 74)

To deploy deconstruction through the subaltern means that one analyses discursive
silences and operations of power. A deconstructive epistemology is an epistemology of
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différance (Wolfe, 2002: 369), which means that any theoretization on the subaltern
must depart from the idea of its essential openness, of a continuous flux of meaning.
Without this awareness, the portrayal of the world in representation in its scene
of writing is used to constitute a hero, the insurrectionary ethical subject and its
others, the ones it wants to speak for. I will give an example of this later in relation to
multicultural women’s politics where the “problem” of ethnicity is staged in a manner
that necessitates the “Finnish woman” as an agent of power and knowledge helping
immigrant women to adjust (Tuori, 2006).
The non-hegemonic or the oppressed is not self-identical or transparent. In this
frame it is not an identity. The tendency to conceptualize the oppressed as collectivities
and groups is also related to the problem of identity politics. The dilemma of identity
is that when it presupposes substantial group identities it leads to an inherent exclusion
of the non-identical. As feminists have shown (Wittig; Rosenberg; Spivak; Butler;
Braidotti; Brown), there is also an essentialism involved in identity politics. To legitimize
a representational politics of group identities such as “woman”, these groups have to be
made foundations that self-evidently “await” political representation. The genealogy
supporting this thinking comes out of the history of liberal political theories and of
the idea of politics being connected to representation (Vertretung). There is a specific
epistemology behind this theory of the political subject. According to liberal theories,
the world is composed of individuals who are seen to exist “before the law”, waiting to
be represented (Barad, 2003).
The idea of “proxy politics” involves essentialism, as individuals or groups are pre
sumed to exist outside their representation, outside the portrayal that enables the herosubject to become a proxy. Individuals or groups are seen to carry certain attributes or
qualities that await representation in law and in politics, qualities that are seemingly
independent of representational practices. As long as the complicity between the two
senses of representation is forgotten, research on these issues remains uncritical. Within
equality research, this implies an unreflexive research position and a political agency
whose subject remains “the absent non-representer who lets the oppressed speak for
themselves” (Spivak, 1994: 87).
A representational idea of politics presupposes an ontological distinction between
representations and that which they represent (Barad, 2003). On the one hand, you
have the manner in which women are represented for instance in equality discourses,
and, on the other, you have “real women” who are conceptualized as something else,
something that discourse refers to. Real women surrounded by “de facto” circumstances
can in this view be made visible through mere description. A critical assessment of
the relationship between equality discourse and the reality of women can now be
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made – the gap between discourse and reality can be investigated. Perhaps they do
not meet?
The sex-gender distinction suits representational politics as it enables one to argue
that representations of women (gender) are something other than women (sex) and
that one can ground one’s research on the supposed “gap” between the descriptions of
the reality of real women and compare these to “discourses on women”. Discourses in
these cases are conceptualized as “ways of talking about” (Bacchi, 2005: 198) women.
Within this epistemology it becomes understandable that ideas about representation
(Darstellung) can be conceptualized as “stereotypes” or “misunderstandings” (a lack
of knowledge) that a given “culture” or “history” is responsible for. The portrayal is
wrong when compared to “reality”. There is no room for seeing one’s own practice as a
carving of a particular sex-gender order, as a carpentry of sex. The Self becomes a nonrepresenter, a diagnostic of the episteme (Spivak, 1994), and an agent of power. With
the hegemonic status of equality discourse in the Nordic countries, it could be argued
that the liberal representational politics that equality often implies upholds sex-gender
thinking in Nordic feminist research and it is nowadays also strengthened by research
into men and masculinities operating through the equality discourse.
I will problematize this aspect of equality discourses further by highlighting the
theme of sexual difference and the ways in which it can be represented in equality
discourse. I want to show how a portrayal of the world through a western liberal twosex model is both necessary and problematic. I ask what kind of silences the rearticulation of the two-sex model produces. With a few examples I will show what kind of
exclusions and silences the two-sex model produces when it is used as an unquestioned
foundation in equality talk.

Hegemony 1: Sexual difference and equality
Sexual difference is not a given, not a premise, not a basis on which to build a feminism;
it is not that which we have already encountered and come to know; rather, as a question
that prompts a feminist inquiry, it is something that cannot quite be stated, that
troubles the grammar of the statement, and that remains, more or less permanently,
to interrogate (Butler, 2001: 418).
In line with many, for instance Luce Irigaray and Judith Butler, I see sexual
difference as a question, as something permanently unresolved. It is in this sense that
sexual difference cannot merely be described or represented. Sexual difference is not
a variable. What interests me is the way that the very idea of “equality” implies and
means a construction of sexual difference through the two-sex model. The question of
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sexual difference is constantly posed within equality discourse. Equality discourses are
major sites where sexual difference is produced. This is stated quite clearly for instance
in the anthology Equal Democracies?:
In this chapter we examine the gender equality policies of the Nordic countries as one
of the main political arenas in which the relationship between the sexes is addressed
(Borchorst, 1999: 161).

In my reading this is an example of an empiricist epistemology and a representational
politics. The word “addressed” in the quote above cannot easily be changed to “con
stituted” because this would do away with “the relationship between the sexes” that
predates and enables the practice of “addressing”. The quote portrays the world as consisting of a relationship between the sexes that can simply be “addressed” (Darstellen).
Sex is there before the addressing and there is no representational practice involved
in this “assertion”. This kind of textual practice, used also in mainstreaming, forgets
the two senses of representation. It proceeds as if representation did not exist in relation to “the sexes” and as if politics is all about various forms of action (Vertreten)
taken to advance goals.
The language of equality is a hegemonic arena for the construction of sexual
difference. It allows for various combinations of sexed meanings to be circulated and
articulated. Equality discourses are sites where a language around woman and man is
produced and where power is constantly negotiated in relation to man and woman.
Let me discuss another example of equality language:
Yet, it has been generally argued that in order to achieve de facto equality between
women and men, attention should more and more be paid to equality of results. Based
on past experiences, the traditional requirement for equality of opportunity has not
actually eliminated the difficulties of the sexes in reality. Even though the formal de
jure equality would have been achieved, women in particular find themselves in a less
favourable position compared with men. De facto equality remains to be achieved.4

This is official rhetoric from the European Union. The text combines the language of
two sexes, female, male, woman and man with the language of equality. The category
“woman” is constructed “in comparison” with the category “man”. Power is negotiated
throughout the quote as the whole argument builds on the claim that “women find
themselves in a less favourable position compared with men” (what women?). It states
that a formal equality between men and women has been achieved. It locks the
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meaning of the sexes in this portrayal of the world. The sexes exist “in reality” and
this reality is merely “described” and “managed”.
This is also quite a common argument in the Nordic context. It’s taken for granted
nature combined with the two-sex relational foundation that it upholds makes it
difficult to centralize the continuous struggle for lesbian and gay “reproductive rights”,
for instance. Lesbian and gay reproductive rights cannot be at the centre of an equality
discourse that claims the issues of equality to be already legally solved. The lack of
formal equality for lesbians and gays does not disturb the achieved formal equality
between men and women. With a deconstructive reading it is possible to show that
this kind of rhetoric hides a reality in which some men have the formal right to adopt
a child, and where some women do not have that right. The equality discourse cannot
address the lack of formal equality unless it is between supposedly heterosexual women
and men. The equality discourse enables an identity politics for subjects who abide
by its terms.
One of the basic elements of this discourse being the two-sex model, it is no wonder that there are differences among the differences within equality: the fact that some
women have the legal right to marry and some are forced to do so, and the fact that
some women can “choose to” “register” their partnership so that others can marry is
no longer comprehensible within this discourse.5 Furthermore, the rhetoric celebrates
northern Europe whilst disregarding Europe’s place at the centre of the gendered international division of labour, even though it cannot deny the possibility that this disregarding is enabled by oppressive power structures on the global labour market.
Within a deconstructive epistemology, we cannot argue for a de jure equality
“between the sexes”. Within this epistemological frame there will never be equality
“between the sexes” because there are no women and no men behind the representational
practices of equality discourses. And what if the ideological construction of gender that
goes on within these discursive practices is what keeps the male dominant? (Spivak,
1994: 82). Just think about that!
Although discourses on equality vary and are not all the same (Holli, 2003: 65) they
do share one common ground: the question of sexual difference has to be posed within an
equality discourse for it to be understandable as an equality discourse in the first place.
Sexual difference has to be constructed in order for equality discourse to become intelligible. Although there is a lot of variation in how or what kind of sexual difference gets
produced, it is through this very variation that sexual difference is articulated as a “primary difference” – it is in this way that its hegemony is asserted as unquestioned reality.
Its hegemony is further underlined by the refusal to acknowledge the practice of representation. The two-sex model is inscribed into different conceptualizations of equality.
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Sexual difference enables the language of equality. Within this citational frame it
is possible to aim at different types of sexual difference (complementary, individualistic,
separatist, etc.). What is required in equality discourse is that some kind of sexual
difference is constituted. The necessity of a two-sex model is apparent in sentences
like:
The Economic and Social Committee gives preference to female candidates if they are
equally qualified as men. (Report from the EU Commission to the Council)

As it portrays the world through the two-sex model, the sentence states that there always
is a “male candidate” who is “qualified”. In order to be a convincing construction of a
two-sex model, a “male candidate” is, of course, needed. The hierarchy in this sentence
lies in the “qualification” that the assumed “male candidate” carries. In this example
the two-sex model keeps the male dominant in the equality discourse. Woman is
constructed as the oppressed Other. Who is silenced in this kind of speech? Who gets
to be the insurrectionary subject? Whose privilege is safeguarded here?
The language of equality necessitates the two-sex model and that the investments
that are made in the categories of “sex” can be articulated through equality-talk. There
are, of course, numerous other arenas for constituting sex (the media, pornography,
institutions like the family, relationships, sexuality, the economy, etc.), but the language
of equality is preferred for particular reasons. In a mode in which the practice of
representation is forgotten, the language of equality becomes preferable for middleclass white heterosexual western women (and their academic queer critics) for whom
it provides spaces of empowerment. It provides jobs for women with “gender skills”,
it provides teaching-jobs, it provides scholarships, and it provides salaries. There is a
machinery producing this language in a wide range of societal arenas. In a proper
Foucaultian manner there are also laws that ordain the usage of the language. Critical
equality research conducted through this kind of critical frame is valuable in its attempt
to situate political problems in their constitutive historical environments (Wetherell,
Taylor, Yates, 2001).
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Hegemony 2: Representation as speaking for the Other
To confront them is not to represent (vertreten) them but to learn to represent (darstel
len) ourselves. (Spivak, 1994: 84)

A recent ethnographical study (Tuori, 2006) conducted within the sphere of multicultural women’s politics in Finland showed that an idea of common femaleness was
used as an epistemological platform to construct differences and hierarchies between
the women that took part in this multicultural women’s project. The idea of “shared
femaleness” was used to construct subcategories within the hegemonic understanding
of equality. The normative centre was produced by portraying the world as naturally
consisting of this shared sameness and a diversity “within it”. The language that was
circulated in seminars organized in relation to multicultural women’s politics used a
sexed “common language” that underlined the importance of “us” (women) “working together as women” (Tuori, 2006: 7). This is a staging of the scene, a produced
discursive centre that cannot easily be contested. An argument for co-operation that
is unaware of its own power of representation and genealogy will become a silencing
argument. What is first produced is the idea of a common ground – that of shared
“ femaleness”. This common ground follows and rearticulates a heteronormative twosex model and produces silences already on this general level. Diversity may enter into
this general assumption about sex. Diversity is established within this generality.
Staging the world in this kind of representation sets the scene for who is to speak
and in what general language. This language is deaf to the critique coming from im
migrant women’s organizations; namely that they are not allowed to operate independently of the Finnish organisations, at least not without some connection to an idea of
Finnishness, of something Finnish that they should acculturate to (be it styles of cooking or dress, social habits and norms, or cultural and religious customs and practices
etc.). And neither are they funded in a way that would permit such autonomy, since
‘financing’ is used as a tool to direct and govern immigrant women’s organising. The
questioning of shared femaleness is silenced on the field of multicultural politics by the
majority women’s organizations arguing for the benefits of co-operation and working
“together as women” (within Finnishness). In this example, the two-sex model stands
as a ground from which diversity is assimilated into the hegemonic sexed nationality.
The co-operation argument seems to be a way for majority women activists to construct a place of agency for themselves (Tuori, 2006: 8). This argument is a speaking
for disguised as a speaking together.
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One of the central aspects of the multicultural women’s project is to include immigrant women in the equality work that is already carried out within the nation.
Being integrated into Finnish society “as a woman” seems to imply that one becomes
“equal”, that is, that one learns how to use this particular language to construct one’s
gender-identity. The category woman is produced by citing elements in the equality
discourse and this construction becomes a marker for something specific – the “Finnish” (Tuori 2006, 11). This leads to a discourse where immigrant women get advice
from Finnish women and where this practice is called “sharing knowledge between
women”. The equal Finnishness is constituted out of the subaltern, out of the other
that is portrayed as needing a proxy. The hegemonic takes the place of the expert and
represents and silences the Other that it assimilates, but it also makes unintelligible
other others that it cannot even begin to assimilate.
Deconstructing the way Finnishness here is represented through gender, and
showing how this leads to a certain speaking for, reopens the space of politics. This is the
ethical possibility offered by a deconstructive epistemology. Outside of deconstruction
the “instruction” of the Other concerning the state of things “here” (in Finland) is not
open to transformation. The heteronormativity in the equality discourse is entangled
with a white, western and Finnish “femaleness”. The Other is constituted as the Self’s
mirror.
The Nordic equality discourses are famous for their effectiveness. In the anthology
Equal Democracies? (1999), the central ingredients of the equality discourse are political
mobilization, family policy and childcare and legislation. For some women there is
a possibility to find an empowering gender identity and spaces for agency with these
ingredients. This equality discourse provides subject positions for some women. This
is where critical Nordic equality research needs to “unlearn our privilege as our loss”
(Landry and Maclean, 1996: 5).
Feminist postmodern accounts question the politics of identity. They claim that
identity politics is exclusionary and produces hegemonic identities that become silent
centres of dominant discourses. These centres are produced by drawing lines around
what kind of “woman” equality will be about. The public debate abount the law on
assisted reproduction in Finland is an example of where the issue of women’s access
to artificial insemination was not discussed as a general equality issue (Jämsä et al.,
2005). Rather, the language that the two-sex equality discourse operates with was not
usable for arguments in favour of the right of “women only couples” to their bodies.
The fact that the law was seen to affect lesbians made it less of an “equality issue”.
In this case, it seems that the identity and the space of articulation that the equality
discourse enables does not include lesbians who want to reproduce. Equality becomes
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understandable when it concerns the relationship between women and men. The twosex model through which equality discourses operate decreases the effectiveness of an
equality politics in cases that do not echo the formula man-woman.
For this discursive change to be a positive one the complicity between representation as a “staging of the world” and representation as policies and proxies should
be kept in mind. Without this act of remembering we will end up with a simplifying
and essentializing practice that names and diagnoses various groups as self-identical
and in need of “special measures” conducted by the European specialist Self, the silent
non-representational centre of privilege. Broadening the equality discourse means
“filling it in” with diversity (Kardam, 2004: 105). Filling equality with a diversity of
queer heroes and political agents opens equality towards a universal human-animal
rights discourse. My suggestion here has been that critical equality research should be
advanced through a deconstructive approach to sexual difference. The notion of the
subaltern and the two senses of representation become helpful here. When equality
politics is framed through the subaltern it shows itself as a contested discourse with
issues of power right at its centre. It will proceed through a constant elaboration of
what it is about, where it is going and explicitly repeating what is good about its aims
in the first place.

Notes
1. Synonyms for Vertreten include ‘to act in place of ’, ‘to represent’, to stand in for, eine Einstellung, to take a stand.
2. Synonyms for Darstellen include ‘to pose’, to allegorize, to plot, to constitute, to represent.
3. More examples of this research strand can be found in Koivunen, 2003: 133. About the connections between Finnish women’s history and equality discourses, see Honkanen, 1997.
4. Positive action in the field of equality between women and men – Final report of activities
of the Group of specialists on positive action EG-S-PA (2000) 7.
5. For a critique of “same-sex marriage” legislation in Finland, see Kaskisaari, 2003.
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