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      Figure 1 the composition of the Swedish parliament after elections 1921-2010  

(kvinnor = women, män= men) 
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1. Introduction 

The Nordic countries in general - and perhaps Sweden in particular – are usually cited as 

frontrunners from a gender aspect, not least because of the high proportion of women in 

the parliaments. The Nordic countries are also characterized by a slow but steady 

development in this area (the incremental model). Lenita Freidenvall (2006) has periodized 

the Swedish development and speaks of the period of “the obligatory woman”, when the 

Swedish women received formal political rights in 1921, followed by “the great minority 
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period” in the 1970s, and the period of “every other women” in the 1990s, or, in other 

words, equal representation in a quantitative sense. The early 1990’s is however also in 

many ways a particularly interesting period to study if you are interested in ”substantive 

representation” – ”The substantive representation of a group is most simply described as the 

representation of its interests” (Lovenduski 2005:18). 

In 1991, for the first time ever, was there a representational fall of women in the Swedish 

parliament (see Figure 1). At the same time, a long period of social democratic government 

holding ended in Sweden for the second time since the 1930s, and a nonsocialist 

government took office with Carl Bildt (Conservatist party) in the lead. Also, a new party, 

New Democracy, took place in parliament. In parallel, concerns emerged among prominent 

feminists and (female) politicians from right to left, that women’s issues would be 

overshadowed, their political citizenship undermined and their opportunities deteriorated 

for participation and influence on policy content (Eduards, 1993). And as a consequence, a 

media and semi-secret feminist network (Stödstrumporna) was formed (Eduards, 1993; 

2002). 

The purpose of this paper is to examine how the representational fall, and the public debate 

about the risks of this, influenced the parliamentary women and specifically their joint (over 

party lines) compiling of parliamentary motions. Did the fall of representation make the 

parliamentary women compile more motions together with women from competing parties? 

In what areas could they collaborate over party- and block boundaries and submit joint 

motions? In what areas could they not collaborate? We have limited the study to the 

mandate period 1991/92-1993/94 with some comparisons with the previous period. In 

addition to contributing with knowledge on the block-crossing collaboration of Swedish 

parliamentary women in the form of joint motions during the early 1990’s, we intend to 

contribute with more general knowledge on the (female) gender impact on policy substance 

(substantive representation) and examine and illuminate gender boundaries in the party 

politics.  
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Theoretical inspirations and previous research 

Our paper is inspired by the theoretical approach – “politics of presence” – of Anne Phillips 

(1995), in turn based on political science theories on “political representation”. Much 

simplified one could say that “politics of presence” argues that politicians not only 

represents ideologies or parties, but also are carriers of, and characterized by, social 

background factors related to class, gender, occupation, family status, etc. An important 

component of this approach is the thesis that gender – through the gender composition of 

the political decision congregations – influences the policy content. Our paper is thus part of 

the research field that deals with substantive representation, which usually examine 

whether gender balance in political decision congregations have bearing on the content of 

policies (see Lovenduski, 1986; Dolan, Deckman & Swer, 2007; Freidenvall & Micheletti, 

2012; Freidenvall & Rönnbäck, 2011 ). 

In Sweden, there are many examples throughout history where women have collaborated 

over party-lines on single issues. Camilla Norrbin (2004) has identified the first parliamentary 

women and their compiling of parliamentary motions together with women from competing 

parties over the period 1921-1970. Norrbin finds that it became increasingly common for the 

parliamentary women from the 1950s and onwards (the study extends until the year 1970) 

to collaborate over party- and block boarders.1 Thus, even if men have managed to keep 

women outside the centers of power in the parliament, they have not been able to prevent 

the women from developing their political interests through their parliamentary right to free 

speech and to compile motions.2   

Examples of issues on which women have collaborated outside parliament are, in 

chronological order, the changed marriage laws in 1900 (Mann, 1997; Melby, 2006) 

women’s right to vote (Rönnbäck, 2004), illegitimate children/child welfare (Bergman, 2003), 

the prohibition of dismissing married women (Frangeur, 1998; Neunsinger, 2001), rape laws 

                                                           
1
 As regards the proportion of multi-party motions (at least two) that was signed by only women from both 

blocks, relative the parliamentary women's overall compiling of motions, it was between 8 and 32 % ,with an 

average of 18 % per investigated parliamentary year between the parliaments of 1948 - and 1970 (Norrbin, 

2004, Tabell 16). 

2
 Norrbin (2004:262) 
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in the 1970s (Thomsson, 2004) and the criminalization of sex purchases in the 1990s 

(Svanström, 2004; Eriksson, 2011). But there are also examples of areas/issues where 

women as a group have had difficulties in agreeing. The historians Florin, Sommestad and 

Wikander (1999) points in this connection out the deep division through history, between 

women of different classes, ethnicities, occupations, educations and generations. 

In light of previous research, we aim at exploring Swedish parliamentary women’s joint 

compiling of parliamentary motions with women from competing parties during the 

mandate period 1991/92-1993/94, i.e., just after the representational fall of women. Was 

there anything left of the cross-party collaboration that Norrbin (2004) found indeed existed 

in the 1950s and 60s? We want to empirically explore the parliamentary women's interests 

as it is expressed in their compiling of block-crossing motions during this period (cf. Norrbin, 

2004; Eduard, 2002; Haavio-Mann Illa et al, 1983). In light of the previous research discussed 

above, we also aim at examining WHAT the parliamentary women could and could not 

collaborate on and thereby explore the “gender boundaries” of party politics. Furthermore, 

we want to generally examine whether and how the block-crossing collaboration of 

parliamentary women in the form of joint compiling of motions were influenced by the 

public debate over the fall of representation and the risks of this? 

 

Methodology and Sources  

Parliamentary motions3, which is a key action for parliamentary members to compile, is our 

primary source material and we have restricted the sample to block-crossing motions signed 

by only women from at least three of the in total six parties. In the following we refer to 

those motions as block-crossing “women’s motions”, which thus do not necessarily have 

                                                           
3
 Parliamentary motions are formal proposals by an individual or group of parliamentary members that the 

parliament take certain action proposal. The motion is a key tool for the parliament members, especially for 

those belonging to parties that are not in Government position. At the same time may motions submitted by 

parliamentary members whose parties are in Government position make up an opportunity to highlight 

eventual disagreement with the party line. 
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women or gender in focus.4 Those women’s motions that are signed by women from all 

parliamentary parties, and which thus in some way indicate what issues it was easiest to 

collaborate cross-party on, we label “totally block-crossing motions”. By mapping differences 

in participation when it comes to those motions that are not totally block-crossing, we can in 

turn discern the lines of conflict between parties/blocks, such as when it comes to gender, 

class and state, as well as reveal the gender boundaries of party politics. 

In addition to motions, the study is based on interviews conducted in 1994 (as part of a 

bachelor-level essay in political science5) with four parliamentary women, two from each 

block. Three of them were chairman of the Women’s association of their respective party.6 

The interview material has mainly been analyzed in order to identify the background of the 

collaboration in focus, but also to supplement other sources when it comes to the issues of 

collaboration content and participation. 

 

2. The block-crossing women’s motions – number and participation   

More than twice as many (43) block-crossing women’s motions were compiled during the 

mandate period 1991/92-1993/94 compared to the mandate period before (20). As for the 

number of totally block-crossing motions it was, however, slightly fewer (9 compared to 13). 

There do not seem to be a linear development either when it comes to block-crossing or 

totally block-crossing motions, i.e., numbers differs greatly from year to year. The lack of 

linear development demonstrates situational bondage and contextual significance and thus 

the likely impact of factors external to the parliament, such as a public debate on the 

political citizenship of women and the possible need for a women’s party.   

                                                           
4
 Please note that we do not believe that parliamentary women have greater responsibility to collaborate, or to 

run certain questions than parliamentary men. 

5
 Andersson, Kristina (1994). Kvinnliga riksdagsledamöters tvärpolitiska samarbete i Sveriges riksdag, 

Statsvetenskapliga institutionen, Stockholms universitet. 

6
 The interviews were conducted using open-ended questions about the block-crossing collaboration of 

parliamentary women, such as: What is the background to the collaboration and how (and why) does it look 

like in terms of composition and content?  
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A total of 112 women were elected in the Swedish Parliament during the mandate period 

1991/92-1993/94. Of these, 56 belonged to the Socialist party (s, Socialdemokratiska 

arbetarepartiet) and 22 to the Conservatist party (co, Moderata samlingspartiet). The other 

four established parties7 (the Left wing-, Liberal-, Center- and Christian democratic parties) 

were represented by between 3 and 12 women. We have found some correlation between 

the numbers of women in total representing each parliamentary party, and how many of 

those women who took part in the compiling of block-crossing women’s motions, i.e., 

participation increased (lines are approaching each other in the figure) with reduced 

representation.8  

Although it was a relatively small proportion of the s-women who participated in making 

motions (about a quarter), it was still overall the most s-women who participated (13 in 

comparison to between four and eight from other parties). Of the Left wing party (le) -

women, there were as many as four out of five who ever participated in the compiling of 

block-crossing women’s motions. Of the total number of parliamentary women (112) it was 

40 % or 45 women who ever participated. 

If we look at the proportion of block-crossing women’s motions signed by the participated 

women (as a group) of each party, we have found that Liberal women (li) -women signed as 

many as 93 % (40 out of 43). S-women, who were in the opposition, followed soon after and 

signed 88 %. Center party (ce) –women, Christian democratic party (ch) -women and le-

women in turn signed between 74 and 81 percent of them. Co-women did only sign about 

half of the block-crossing women’s motions. According to this pattern, the traditional 

left/right scale do not seem to have been of great importance for the participation, and 

neither if her party was in government position or not. 

If we instead examine the participation at the individual level we can conclude that about 

half of the parliamentary women who signed block-crossing women’s motions during the 

studied mandate period, signed between two and seven of them. About a quarter of the 
                                                           
7
 A new right-populist party, the New democracy party, entered the Swedish parliament in 1991. It was only 

one parliamentary woman (of three) from this party who ever signed a block-crossing women’s motion during 

the studied mandate period, i.e., 12 of the in total 43 motions. 

8
 With the exception of the New democracy party (see footnote above). 
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women signed a relatively large number, nine or more, and about an equal share signed only 

one. In terms of party-affiliation we can, however, conclude that women from two parties 

stand out, namely ce-women, of which less are in the lower range (two to seven motions) 

and many more in the upper range (more than nine motions), and s-women, of which more 

are in the lower range and a minor portion in the upper. This can indicate that it was easier 

for parliamentary women of smaller parties, such as ce-women, to participate in the 

collaboration and to do it more frequently (more than once) than it was for women from the 

larger parties, such as the Social Democrats. The large variation in the individual 

participation at the same time reflects how parliamentary members not only represents 

ideologies or parties but also embodies and are influenced by social background factors 

which in turn influence their political behavior – which collaborations they choose to enter 

and what questions they choose to pursue and prioritize (see Philips, 1995). The interviews 

with the four parliamentary women further indicate that much of the collaborative 

compiling of motions emerged spontaneously and around single issues.9 

If we briefly summarize the results in this section we note that the number of block-crossing 

women’s motions doubled over the investigated mandate period (compared to mandate 

period before), that it was 40 % or 45 parliamentary women who ever signed them, and that 

the greatest percentage of women participated (and also most frequent) from the parties in 

the middle and the very left of the left/right scale (le, li, ce and ch). S- and co-women 

participated least in terms of both number of participators of the total number s- and c-

women represented in parliament, and level of frequency in participation per individual.  

In the following we will focus on the content of the block-crossing women’s motions. This 

will allow us to approach any ideological and political reasons for differences in participation. 

Can we for example understand the greater participation of women of the three smaller 

right-wing parties, compared to co-women, as a sign of the Conservatist party being out of 

step - not in tune - ideologically with mid-parties? 

 

                                                           
9
 Interview with Barbro Westerholm (1994); Interview with Eva Zetterberg (1994). 
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3. The block-crossing women’s motions – committee affiliation and content (from infant 

mortality rates to historically valuable vessels) 

Almost half (18) of the 43 block-crossing women’s motions were handled by the Social 

Committee (SoU) and thereafter it was relatively evenly distributed (two to six motions) 

between the Foreign Committee (UU), Education Committee (UBU), Justice Committee 

(JuU), Culture Committee (KRU), Constitution Committee (KU), Law Committee (LU) and the 

Social Insurance Committee (SFU). In addition, a couple of the motions were handled by 

both the Labour Committee (AU) and the Defence Committee (FöU). None of the motions 

were handled by the Housing Committee, Finance Committee, Agriculture Committee, 

Economic Development Committee, Taxation Committee or the Traffic Committee. 

Half of the 18 motions which SoU handled deal with children's rights from different 

perspectives.10 Otherwise they deal with tobacco issues11 and the organization of health 

services.12 Five of the six motions which UU handled focus on girls and women (but also 

generally children) in the world. Three of these five motions are totally block-crossing 

motions (see Table 1).13 The motions handled by UbU are very diverse and covers everything 

from the need to establish a center for dance research, the Research Policy Bill (1992/93: 

170) and actions against the bullying of mentally disabled students.14 The four motions 

handled by JuU (of which one is a totally block-crossing motion) treats pornography, 

prostitution, violence against women and prescription periods at sexual child abuse.15The 

motions handled by KRU emphasize the importance of folk dance and music and the need 

for support to historically valuable vessels. The six motions handled by KU, LU and SFU in 

                                                           
10

 1991/92:So268; 1991/92:So282; 1992/93:So271; 1992/93:So504; 1993/94:So258; 1993/94:So260*; 

1993/94:So273*; 1993/94:So487*; 1993/94:So608. The stars (*) mark the totally block-crossing motions. 

11
 1991/92:So502; 1992/93:So267; 1992/93:So50. 

12
 1991/92:So453; 1991/92:So508; 1992/93:So40; 1992/93:So471; 1992/93:So474. 

13
 1992/93:U224*; 1992/93:U276; 1992/93:U650; 1993/94:U231*; 1993/94:U643*; 1993/94:U217. The stars 

(*) mark the totally block-crossing motions. 

14
 1991/92:Ub283; 1993/94:Ub19; 1993/94:Ub352; 1993/94:Ub634. 

15
 1991/92:Ju711; 1992/93:Ju622; 1992/93:Ju627*; 1992/93:Ju839. The stars (*) mark the totally block-crossing 

motions. 



9 

 

turn largely treats the rights of children from different aspects, and two of those are totally 

block-crossing motions (see Table 1).16  In addition, one motion was handled by AU and 

stresses the need for increased funding of women's organizations since “women's issues in 

recent years increasingly come into focus of politics”.17 Another motion was handled by FöU 

and emphasizes the value of non-military forms of resistance as a complementary part of the 

Swedish armed forces.18 

In the following we will examine the content of the motions even closer. Which areas of 

focus can be distinguished? Did parliamentary women to a greater extent collaborate on 

issues about women, gender equality and gender/gender power - than on other issues? Can 

we discern issues that were more difficult to collaborate on over block lines – but also within 

blocks? 

 

Focus areas       

A very large proportion (20) of the 43 motions treats children's rights in Sweden and in the 

world, and it is also within this area that all totally block-crossing motions were compiled 

(see Table 1). The area of children's rights was thus something that the collaborative women 

as a group had great interest in and/or where it was easiest to collaborate. Motions dealing 

with children’s rights were mainly handled by SoU but also by five other committees (JuU, 

LU, SFU, UbU, UU).19 Relevant in this context is that the Swedish government in 1990 ratified 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), thus the issue of children's rights was 

topical.20 

                                                           
16

 1991/92:Kr286; 1992/93:Kr288; 1993/94:K309; 1993/94:K445*; 1992/93:L407; 1992/93:L412*; 

1992/93:Sf622; 1993/94:Sf629. The stars (*) mark the totally block-crossing motions. 

17
 1992/93:A814. 

18
 1991/92:Fö19. 

19
 1992/93:Ju627; 1992/93:L407; 1992/93:L412; 1992/93:U224; 1993/94:U231; 1993/94:U643; 1992/93:U650; 

1993/94:K445; 1993/94:Sf622; 1993/94:Sf629; 1993/94:Ub352.  

20
 Prop. 1989/90:107.   
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Figure 6 Focus areas of the 43 block-crossing women’s motions during the mandate period 

1991/92-1993/94 

 

 

The block-crossing women’s motions dealing with children's rights focuses on kidnapping, 

children as sex-crime victims and alcohol injured children, as well as to the need for 

improved care in foster homes and support for research on sudden infant death. In addition, 

they address the need to implement the UNCRC in the national legislation and the need for 

child benefit to be paid at clandestine residence address. Other highlights children's rights in 

relation to child pornography, their options at visiting rights and the need for a review of the 

insemination Act concerning the legal protection of children born to single women through 

artificial insemination. One of these motions further emphasizes the need for some 

professions, such as police officers, soldiers and lawyers, etc. to be educated on children, 

child development and the UNCRC.21 

                                                           
21

 1991/92:So268; 1991/92:So282; 1992/93:So271; 1992/93:So504; 1992/93:L412*; 1992/93:Ju627*; 

1992/93:L407; 1993/94:So258; 1993/94:So260*; 1993/94:So273*; 1993/94:So487*; 1993/94:So608; 

1993/94:K445*; 1993/94:Ub352. The stars (*) mark the totally block-crossing motions. 
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Among the motions dealing with children in the world, some focuses on the child labor issue, 

prenatal sex discrimination and sexual mutilation.22 Others deals with integration issues 

from a child's perspective, such as the possible need of an increased age limit for children in 

the national Aliens Act23, and the need for a revision, both from a child- and gender24 

perspective, of the same act when it comes to extension cases. Behind most of these 

motions there was an established informal cross-party coordinating body, the so-called 

Children’s group, which worked for exposed children both in Sweden and internationally. By 

chance – this was not the intention when the group was formed – it was only women in the 

Children’s group.25 

Only seven of the block-crossing women’s motions treats women per se and then especially 

women's health but also discrimination against women, including in relation to the practice 

of authorities, substance abuse treatment, pornography, prostitution, and the 

epidemiological- and health research.26 In the motion on pornography, pornography is lifted 

as a gender issue, where pornography is sexist to women, and the motion advocates the 

criminalization of prostitution: “It was a long time since anyone argued for slavery and wife 

purchases as an inevitable part of our society [...] in the same way it is now high time that 

we clearly express our condemnation of prostitution.” It is further noted that “prostitution is 

not only degrading to women, but also for the male 'customer'. It is thus out of respect for 

the human value of both men and women that prostitution must be fought.”27 Another 

motion with an explicit focus on women emphasizes the need for more state funds to be 

                                                           
22

 1992/93:U224*; 1992/93:U650; 1993/94:U231*; 1993/94:U643*. The stars (*) mark the totally block-

crossing motions. 

23
 The motion requested an increase in the age limit of the Aliens Act, from 16 to 18 years, for when you should 

be regarded as a child, so that the Act followed the UNCRC (1992/93:Sf622). 

24
 The motion stresses the discrimination of Swedish women relative to Swedish men in related cases where 

husband/wife applies for a residence permit in Sweden, and requests for changed rules under the Aliens Act 

(1993/94:Sf 629). 

25
 Interview with Barbro Westerholm 1994. Interview with Eva Zetterberg 1994. 

26
 1991/92:So291; 1991/92:Ju711; 1992/93:A814; 1992/93:Ju839; 1992/93:Ju622; 1992/93:U276; 

1992/93:Ub133. 

27
 1992/93:Ju622. 
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spent on women- and gender research.28 This motion had been preceded by several cross-

party women’s motions since the late 1980s29, compiled in collaboration between female 

researchers and female parliamentary members. These motions had helped significantly to 

increase state funding of women- and gender research.30  

The five motions dealing with the organization of health services, including the so called 

family-doctor reform and the future role of nurses and district nurses highlights the 

importance of preserving and celebrating excellence in typically female-dominated health 

professions, such as the skills of district nurses.31 The fact that these professions are 

dominated by women and it therefore has to do with women skills is, however, rather 

weakly expressed in the motions. In this context it may be mentioned that at that time there 

was a grouping in parliament of about ten former nurses, who compiled those motions – this 

is moreover a clear example of how the individual (background) was important for the 

collaborations initiated and which issues were raised. The procedure for collaboration was 

such that it began with someone in the group writing a draft of a motion, which thereafter 

went around the team and where each one could emphasize what you did not want to sign. 

Remaining was thus a kind of political consensus.32 In addition to the focus areas mentioned, 

three of the block-crossing women’s motions dealt with tobacco issues33, three dealt with 

culture34, two with education35, and two with the development of the total defense36 

                                                           
28

 1992/93:Ub133. 

29
 Since the Research policy bill (Forskningspolitiska propositionen 1989/90:90). 

30
 Interview with Barbro Westerholm (1994).  

31
 1991/92:So453; 1991/92:So508; 1992/93:So40; 1992/93:So471; 1992/93:So474.  

32
 Interview with Gullan Lindblad, 1994. 

33
 Tobakens skadeverkningar (1991/92:So502); Åtgärder mot tobaksskador (1992/93:So267); Tobakslag 

1992/93:So50. 

34
 Centrum för dansforskning (1991/92:Ub283); Folkdans och folkmusik (1991/92:K3286); Stödet till 

kulturhistoriskt värdefulla segelfartyg (1992/93:Kr288). 

35
 Yrkesexamen som laboratorieassistent (1993/94:Ub634); Motion med anledning av prop. 1992/93:220 En ny 

läroplan och ett nytt betygssystem för grundskolan, sameskolan, specialskolan och den obligatoriska särskolan 

(1993/94:Ub19). 
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respectively the financial interests and missions of parliament members.37 As for the 

collaboration on tobacco issues there was a group of parliamentary women who decided to 

form opinion pressure for a tobacco law after a statement by the healthcare- and social 

security minister, Bo Könberg, on the so-called Tobacco free day in the spring of 1993 that 

no such public pressure existed. The women took help from specialists at the national Public 

health institute as well from doctors, dentists, nurses and female journalists, and a new 

tobacco law (1993:581) went later in the same year right through parliament.38   

 

Party-related patterns and differences 

The focus area within which it appears to have been easiest for the collaborating 

parliamentary women to agree upon was children's rights. Most block-crossing women’s 

motions were compiled in this area as well as the highest number totally block-crossing 

motions. At the same time, we note that either the s- or co-women signed those children’s 

motions addressing the need for improved care in foster homes39, to implement the UNCRC 

in the national legislation40 and to establish a national center for child victims of sexual 

offenses.41 Furthermore, a significant portion of the nonsocialist block, i.e., both li-, ce- and 

co-women refrained from signing the motion which address the need to coordinate 

resources in maternal health care, social services and NGOs in order to prevent alcohol-

injured children.42 Given that the collaborating parliamentary women on a general level still 

greatly supported the Children’s motions, we can assume that these patterns of refraining – 

of partly s-women and partly women from the nonsocialist block – and if the refraining was 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
36

 Motion med anledning av prop. 1991/92:102 Totalförsvarets utveckling till och med budgetåret 1996/97… 

(1991/92:Fö19). 

37
 Offentlig registrering av riksdagsledamöters ekonomiska intressen och uppdrag (1993/94:K309). 

38
 Interview with Barbro Westerholm 1994. 

39
 1991/92:So282. 

40
 1992/93:So271. 

41
 1992/93:So504. 

42
 1993/94:So258. 
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related to the content of the motions, more had to do with disagreement over the means 

(how) rather than on the problem issue (cf. Erikson 2011). In terms of the theme of each of 

these motions we further can conclude that the disagreement probably had to do with 

central party-ideological questions about the relationship between the state and the 

individual. 

We note a greater refraining from the relatively few block-crossing women’s motions with a 

clear focus on women. It was e.g. only the li-women from the nonsocialist block who signed 

the motions which addressed pornography and prostitution. Also when it comes to these 

motions, which among other things advocate a revision of the legal definition of 

pornography and the criminalization of prostitution, we can assume that the refraining had 

to do with disagreement over the means rather than on the problem issue as there is a 

strong connection to the issue of the relationship between the state and the individual. 

In addition, we note a refraining of mainly co-women but also ce-women from the 

integration-related motions (e.g. regarding related cases) and from the two outer edges of 

the right-left scale, i.e., of both lp- and co-women, from the health-care organization related 

motions. Lp- and ce-women further refrained from the only defense-related motion. Also 

these patterns suggest party-ideological dividing lines. 

The interviews with the four parliamentary women reinforces the perception that party 

affiliation and party politics to some extent fragmented women and aggravated 

collaborations across party- and block boundaries: to collaborate across block-boundaries 

appear in some cases to have constituted a prohibited act, at least if you were a s- or co-

woman. The interviews, however, also partly reflects gender boundaries in the party politics. 

According to the parliamentary woman Lindblad (co), it was “natural and easy” to 

collaborate with women from the other coalition (nonsocialist) parties as they had a 

common value basis. At the same time there were “party political issues” where it 

sometimes was difficult to collaborate, such as when it came to fiscal policy, how much 

resources the public sector should have, the freedom of choice for the family, etc.43 

                                                           
43

 Interview with Gullan Lindblad (1994). There are studies that show that the nonsocialist block at this time 

also had very divergent views on gender equality issues (cf. Rönnbäck 1996). 
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The parliamentary woman Westerholm (li) told in turn that the chairmen of the nonsocialist 

parties´ respective women’s association sometimes met at breakfast meetings to discuss 

what issues were relevant and possible to collaborate on. There could they e.g. agree to 

collaborate to increase women's health, but however not so easy on issues of “women 

politics.” Then it sometimes was easier for li-women to turn to opposition parties for 

support.44 

Also the parliamentary woman Winberg (s) emphasized party-ideological differences as an 

explanation to what the parliamentary women could collaborate on and not. Further she 

told about a strong external pressure on the parliamentary women, to “do something” after 

the representational fall in parliament.45 The feminist network ’Stödstrumporna’ was in the 

front of this opinion, and they believed the parliamentary women should collaborate across 

party lines. Somewhat simplified one could say that an old debate started again about the 

best strategy to achieve (gender) policy changes.46 Was it by forming a new party (the 

Women's Party) or should women go for, and still put their faith in, the party political 

organizations but start collaborate more across party lines (Eduards, 2002:69 ff)? Women 

where minorities within each party but if they collaborated and found common issues they 

would be able to challenge men's numerical advantage. As a result of this opinion, a group of 

parliamentary women from respective parties´ women’s association took a field-trip to 

Norway to study the cross-party collaboration between Norwegian parliamentary women. 

They also went to Iceland to study the Icelandic Women's party.47 When the parliamentary 

women came home to Sweden again they jointly decided to organize a two-day convention 

                                                           
44

 Interview with Barbro Westerholm (1994). 

45
 Interview with Margareta Winberg (1994). She later became a minister, Gender Minister and Deputy Prime 

Minister.  

46
 A similar discussion took place in the early 1900s and by the end of the fight for suffrage – should women go 

for party politics with men and/or collaborate as a group and form a party (cf. Rönnbäck 2004)? 

47
 Winberg meant that one had seen that this party had not been able to change the Icelandic politics 

significantly but, however, that the Labor party’s introduction of quotas in the mid-1980s, had inspired other 

established parties for efforts in advancing women politicians and also officials in Norway (Interview with 

Margareta Winberg, 1994). 
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“Half the power” in Stockholm Globe Arena to which they invited 500 active politicians 

(Eduards 1993; 2002:73). 

The parliamentary woman Winberg (s) told that this that ideologies were different and the 

party-affiliation central, was something that the collaborating women really got to 

experience when they were to decide upon the content of the convention. Then they very 

soon noted how few issues they could collaborate on.48 Winberg (s) furthermore claimed 

that while co-women were not ‘permitted’ to go on the field-trip to Iceland to study the 

Icelandic Women's party  – ‘for there we crossed the border for what was allowed’ – s-

women could decide themselves whether they wanted to collaborate or not: –no one is 

getting the idea of telling us not to.49  

The parliamentary woman Westerholm (fp) confirmed that there was a dividing line mainly 

between s-and co-women, and told that while s-women could find it difficult to sign a 

motion which had been signed by a co-woman, a co-woman could literally ‘see red’ when s-

women were included. According to Westerholm this sometimes contributed to the 

compiling of very identical motions, s-women on their side and nonsocialist women on their 

side, but where the motions later were dealt with together in the committees.50 Thus, in 

some situations it seems as it was more important for the parliamentary women to compile 

motions than to collaborate with women across party- and block boundaries. 

 

4. Concluding discussion 

What happened in the Swedish parliament in the early 1990s after the representational fall 

of women and during the public debate about the risks of this and,  with the feminist 

network ’Stödstrumporna’ in the front, the possible need for a women's party? Did this 

make the parliamentary women collaborate over party- and block boarders and compile 

joint motions? And if so, on what issues could they collaborate and not? 

                                                           
48

 Interview with Margareta Winberg (1994). 

49
 Interview with Margareta Winberg (1994). 

50
 Interview with Barbro Westerholm (1994). 
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To begin with, we note that cross-party collaboration existed between the parliamentary 

women and that it increased due to external pressures. Concretely, we have been able to 

identify 43 block-crossing women’s motions during the mandate period 1991/92-1993/94, 

which represents a significant increase (doubling) compared to the immediately present 

mandate period. The development is however not linear, but demonstrates situational 

bondage and contextual significance and thus the likely impact of factors external to the 

parliament, such as a public debate on the political citizenship of women and the possible 

need of a women’s party. 

There was a third (45) of the parliamentary women behind the block-crossing compiling of 

women’s motions over the studied mandate period. 45 of a total of 349 MPs probably 

conducted a ‘critical mass’ with ability to make ‘critical actions’ (Eduards 2002; Dahlerup, 

2001; Bergqvist et al, 2008). Of the 45 parliamentary women, about 75 % were devoted to 

the compiling of block-crossing motions more than once during the studied mandate period, 

and some even about 20 times. 

Most women participated (relative to the total number of women in each party) from the 

middle parties (ce-, li- and ch-) and from the Left wing party, and also most frequently. From 

these parties, we have also been able to identify a small number of particularly active 

parliamentary women. S- and co-women participated least (New Democracy-women 

excepted) in terms of both percentage of women (of the total number of s- and co-women) 

and average number of signed motions per participating individual. Thus, either if the party 

had government or opposition status, or the traditional left-right scale, seem to explain why 

the parliamentary women chose to collaborate or not. 

A possible explanation to the differences in participation could be that the collaborative 

norm was stronger between men and women in the Social democratic respectively 

Conservatist parties, and it was perceived as more ‘forbidden’ for these women to opt out of 

their male companions in favor of block-crossing collaboration with women (cf. Eduards, 

2002)? In line with such an assumption is e.g. Gunnel Karlsson's (1996) study of the struggle 

of the Social democratic Women's association, for influence and power, and where the 

signal from the party was that party loyalty should outweigh ‘women's interest’. 
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Almost half (18) of the 43 block-crossing women’s motions were handled by the Social 

Committee and thereafter it was relatively evenly distributed between the Foreign Affairs 

Committee, Education Committee and the Justice Committee. Several of these are 

committees traditionally considered ‘female areas’ where women are not exceptions but 

rather ‘large minorities’ (SCB: Makt och inflytande 2012-06-13). This gender pattern when it 

comes to the committee placements of women and men have been pointed out by Lena 

Wängnerud (1999, see also Freidenvall, 2006). The reason none of the motions were 

handled by either the Housing Committee, Finance Committee, Agriculture Committee, 

Economic Development Committee, Taxation Committee or the Traffic Committee, can in 

turn be that these areas were beyond the expected role (cf. Bergqvist, 1994:191f) of women 

politicians, which in its turn may be suspected to generate self-reinforcing spirals (and vice 

versa). Other reasons may be that there was not sufficient interest in these areas among the 

collaborating women, or were they particularly difficult to collaborate within for ideological 

or other reasons. 

Most of the block-crossing women’s motions lacks a clear focus on women and is not about 

men as sexual category or gender-equality or gender-order but about other things and more 

about the needs and rights of others but women, such as children’s rights and needs, health 

and culture, issues that since long been considered as a ‘female’ sphere of influence (cf. 

Norrbin 2004) – although the variation of issues the wide spectra is more striking than the 

pattern. Motion content ranged from infant mortality rates to historically valuable vessels. 

Apparently, parliamentary women were accepted (by men) to collaborate over party- and 

block boarders on certain issues (cf. Norrbin 2004:265). 

There is, however, difficult to find empirical evidence for any consistent gender ideology 

beyond party boundaries. Party-affiliation has clearly divided women. Through interviews 

with individual parliamentary women we have noted that women from the various political 

blocks sometimes have understood and wanted quite similar, but for various reasons have 

found it difficult, and perhaps not really been ‘allowed’ to, compile joint motions. Then the 

strategy was to compile identical motions which later were handled together. In other 

words, it is possible that the consensus among the parliamentary women actually were 

greater than what has emerged in this study. 
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Our study also shows how the parliamentary women seem to have had difficulty in 

establishing a totally block-crossing collaboration on classic feminist issues such as 

pornography, prostitution, violence, employment and livelihood. It also seems to have been 

difficult to collaborate, not to say totally, and compile motions block-cross wise, on issues of 

class, the relationship between the state and the individual and the gender order/gender 

power order. This indicates that it is not only important how many women and men there 

are in parliament, but also their degree of feminist consciousness (cf. Wängnerud, 2011). 

The results also indicate that it may be too blunt to use party-affiliation as categorization 

basis. 

Although we have only analyzed a small part of the motions of the parliamentary women51 

our study shows that (female) gender seems to have played a role for the content of politics, 

and that it mattered who was in parliament – for which collaborations that were launched or 

not and for which motions that were compiled (cf. Phillips, 1995). 
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