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R esearch on women and gender
issues in European societies has ex-
panded dramatically over the past 25
years, responding to the explosion in
women’s participation in paid em-
ployment outside the home, their
increasing participation in public life,
and their presence in the academic
research community. In northern
Europe, their status has improved in
certain areas so much that the Nor-
dic countries are now commonly
viewed as paradises for women. This
perception is largely due to their
widespread commitment to equality
and a well-developed system of pub-
licly-funded social services, income
security, education, health care, and
day care (Fougner and Larsen-Asp
1994).

Admittedly, few universities have
the luxury of offering a course de-
voted to women in Scandinavian so-
ciety and politics. But if we are seri-
ous about integrating feminist
perspectives into the core curricu-
lum, one way to start is by looking at
the welfare state in northern Europe
and focusing on the importance of
sex and gender in the Scandinavian
welfare state. Gendered analysis
changes the way we think about the
welfare state and how it has influ-
enced and is influenced by social and
economic relations. Thus Scandina-
vian material can become a starting
point for the inclusion of women
and gender issues in other parts of
our courses and curricula.

It is important to note that most
accessible texts dealing with Scandi-
navian politics and society do not
adequately treat gender issues. For
example, Esping-Andersen’s Politics
Against Markets (1985) makes almost
no mention of the changing position
of women. Einhorn and Logue’s
Modern Welfare States (1989) has
some coverage, but is not sensitive
enough to the important ways in
which gendering changes our inter-
pretations and evaluations (e.g.,
Sainsbury 1994; Hernes 1988; Sas-
soon 1987; Dahlerup 1986; Haavio-
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Mannila, et al. 1985). On the other
hand, feminist scholars have contrib-
uted critical perspectives and find-
ings, but these will only have mean-
ing for an undergraduate audience
that already understands the main-
stream literature on the social demo-
cratic welfare state. Thus, one has to
alternate between main texts and
auxiliary readings. Unfortunately,
this tends to reinforce the inclusion
of women only as an afterthought.
We want to challenge this perpetua-
tion of the status quo.

There are several basic insights
that come from gendered analyses of
the welfare state. First, the social
democratic welfare states were first
established before the inclusion of
women in the democratic process.
Exploring the roots of the welfare
state, therefore, requires making vis-
ible women’s invisibility in the poli-
tics of the era of early industrializa-
tion. The cornerstones of the social
democratic welfare state were de-
signed to provide income mainte-
nance in cases of sickness, disability,
or old age. These insurance pro-
grams, often first organized by labor
unions, emerged when the male
wage earner was head of the house-
hold and the wife cared for home
and family unpaid. Thus the institu-
tional basis of the welfare state
emerged within the context of a
male “breadwinner” model and the
welfare state is marked by its pre-
World War II emergence and devel-
opment within a historical period
characterized by this division of la-
bor. Students should be encouraged
to examine how the roots of the wel-
fare state and its pre-war provisions
emerged to support and perhaps re-
inforce the gendered division of la-
bor.

Second, the dramatic post-indus-
trial expansion of the welfare state
took place at about the same time as
the equally dramatic increase in
women’s participation in the paid
labor market. The increased partici-
pation of women in the labor market
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has had push-pull effects on public
policy, especially in areas involving
child care, maternity benefits, paren-
tal leave, and equal opportunitiecs—
policies that support women in the
work force (Haas 1992). The first
two decades after World War II are
often cited as the most important
period of expansion of the welfare
state in Europe. However, if we
track the expansion of the public
sector, the second half of the 1960s
and the 1970s really constituted the
most dramatic period of growth. Not
coincidentally, this is also the period
in which women’s participation in
the labor market grew most rapidly.
As Jorgen Goul Andersen’s (1992)
work demonstrates, these are crucial
factors in understanding the dynam-
ics of class politics and social change
in Scandinavia during the postwar
era.

Third, scholars have also pointed
to the feminization of the welfare
state, referring to the fact that
women now constitute a major seg-
ment of the population served by
welfare state policies and programs
and also constitute the majority of
the public sector employees provid-
ing these services or working in the
agencies administering these pro-
grams. By contrast, women do not
constitute the majority of the deci-
sion-makers who formulate the rules
governing the administration of
these benefits.

Fourth, the increasing involvement
of the state in these “caring func-
tions,” particularly for the young, the
old, the infirm, and the physically or
mentally impaired has spurred de-
bate about the “politics of caring”
(e.g., Waerness 1987; Waerness and
Ringen 1987). What difference does
it make that the caring functions
traditionally performed by women
within the family and the local com-
munity have been transferred to the
public sector where they are pro-
vided within an institutional struc-
ture and where caregivers are finan-
cially remunerated for their services?
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Introducing the politics of caring
debate opens the way for classroom
discussion of the distinction between
the public and private spheres and
how the changing boundaries be-
tween our private lives (the home)
and our public activities (work, poli-
tics, community action) are influ-
enced by and, in turn, affect our ex-
pectations about the role of the state
in providing well-being and prosper-
ity. To start debate, you may ask
students if women swapped depen-
dency on men within the family
structure for dependence on the
state, and thus dependence on pre-
dominantly male decision-makers
(Hernes 1987, 1988; Siim 1988;
Dahlerup 1994)?

Fifth, quota systems within most
Nordic political parties ensure at
least 40% female representation on
party lists and party leadership. Nor-
dic countries currently boast of the
highest proportion of women legisla-
tors in liberal democracies. Despite
this fact, Scandinavian countries still
display significant gaps between men
and women. For example, even the
utilization pattern of income mainte-
nance programs bears out gender
differences (Sainsbury 1983). Thus
the Scandinavian cases provide us
with a valuable launching point for a
discussion about the limits of legal
and institutional reform in bringing
about fundamental changes in the
gendered distribution of power, in-
fluence, property, and wealth (Han-
sen 1987; Ruggie 1984). One impor-
tant aspect of this discussion is the
question of corporatism’s role in
public policy-making and the degree
to which organized labor helps or
hinders the interests of women. An-
other way of thinking about change
is whether numbers alone matter.
Dahlerup (1988) encourages us to
think in terms of critical acts rather
than critical mass.

Exploring gender relations and the
status of women is not something
reserved exclusively for the study of
European politics. Thinking about
gender, sex, politics, and power in
advanced welfare states around the
world helps us link theory with em-
pirical experience and gender studies
with political science. Indeed, in the
context of the debate about welfare
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reform in this country, teachers
should look even more to comparing
and contrasting the Scandinavian
welfare state with that of the United
State.

The teacher should be prepared
for the possibility that many students
have not encountered feminist analy-
sis before. Colleagues in Women’s
Studies programs and departments
can be valuable in assisting political
scientist to cope with any unexpected
reactions this material can provoke
in the classroom. Learning about
women and the welfare state can
enrich our students’ experiences and
also our own professional develop-
ment.

A course on European society and
politics must address the impact of
the welfare state. To appreciate the
importance of the welfare state, we
must understand “how the division
of labour among the sexes and gen-
der ideologies shape social provision
and, in turn, how social policies af-
fect the life situations of women and
men across welfare states” (Sains-
bury 1995, 7). In exploring the range
of provision of welfare services and
programs in Scandinavia, students
can also critically examine the limits
to which the liberal state can,
through democratic means, alter fun-
damental social norms, mores, and
values. The remarkable strength of
gender roles and the ways in which
institutions, public and private, rein-
force inequities can be revealed
while simultaneously appreciating
the impressive achievements of the
Scandinavian welfare states in fur-
thering progress toward a more egal-
itarian society.
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