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Fathers must take a greater responsibility for their children and homes. This seems to be the agenda for the gender equality politics of all 
the Nordic governments. The aim, however, varies, as do the methods. Should the stick or the carrot be used? In 1993, Norway was the 
first to allocate a month of the designated parental leave as a quota that can be used by the father only. Two years later Sweden introdu-
ced their father-month. Iceland went from zero to being an ideal for all quota allocation advocates. In 2000, a system was implemented 
where the Icelandic parental leave is divided into three parts: one for each parent and one that can be used as the parents choose.

In this issue of NIKK magasin we present the Norwegian government’s work on the world’s first proposition concerning men and gender 
equality. Making fathers into parents equal to mothers is a hot subject in that process. It is nevertheless uncertain whether the father 
quota will be extended or not. The Swedish government does not want to introduce more father-months. Instead, they will next year 
introduce a so-called gender equality bonus which financially rewards parents who divide the parental leave equally. At the same time, 
the Swedish government is introducing a home care allowance to support parents who want to stay at home with their children after the 
parental leave. But researchers in Finland and Norway – who have had home care allowances for a decade or two – warn that this leads 
to women staying at home even longer than before. 

The perceptions of gender are complexly interwoven and deeply rooted in a society. Religious thought patterns play a significant role, 
often contributing to the maintaining of the status quo, with arguments deriving from the creation, or from God-given laws, or claiming 
to be written in the holy scriptures. Today, however, there are currents within the living religions that challenge the old paradigms where 
women have held a subordinate position. Three articles in the present issue of NIKK magasin direct a critical gaze at how gender is 
expressed in religious texts and practices.

Research shows that reaching the female sector of the population is of crucial importance in international military missions. In order for 
this to happen, female staff members are needed in the international forces. From the beginning of next year, a Nordic force of 2,800 
soldiers will be ready to intervene at short notice in crisis situations around the world. Researchers at the Swedish National Defence 
College write about their work on mainstreaming a gender perspective into the Nordic Battlegroup.

This is my first issue as the new editor of NIKK magasin. Previously, I worked for eight years at the Swedish Secretariat for Gender 
Research. It is an exciting challenge for me to shift focus and report on research and gender issues from all the Nordic countries. At 
the moment, I am thinking of what NIKK’s task to function as a bridge between research and gender equality politics means for NIKK 
magasin. I would very much like to hear what you think about NIKK magasin, so please feel free to contact me!  

Bosse Parbring
Editor of NIKK magasin
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The Norwegian Government is preparing the world’s first 
parliamentary proposition on men and gender equality. 

The aim is to include all areas where the male role is 
of significance to gender equality.  PAGE 4
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Gender equality – a male issue now
“How often do you hear men around a table 
talking about gender equality? asks mascu-
linity researcher Jørgen Lorentzen, member of 
the Norwegian Men’s Panel. PAGE 6

Increased parental choice
Next year the Swedish Government will carry 
out two family policy reforms which some 
researchers regard as contradictory. PAGE 8

When does legal prostitution become 
illegal trafficking?
Report from a seminar arranged by NIKK  
PAGE 14

Listen to women’s own interpretations 
of their religion
“There is a kind of feminist blindness 
concerning the significance of religion for 
women, particularly its positive and liberating 
aspects”, says the Finnish researcher Elina 
Vuola in an interview. PAGE 16 

Women´s conversions to Islam
When converts talk about their Muslim 
engagement, they particularly underline that 
Islam stands for equality between people in 

general and between the sexes in particular. 
At the same time, they assert that the wife 
must obey her husband. PAGE 24

Male violence in the Bible
The Bible contains countless narratives of 
child sacrifice, rape or incest, which in turn 
have inspired reinterpretations from artists, 
composers and writers. What strategies have 
the interpreters used and how can the history 
of these interpretations contribute to the 
understanding of gendered violence in our 
time? PAGE 29

Female participants make international 
military operations more successful
From the beginning of 2008, Nordic special 
forces can be sent to international crisis 
locations by the EU. Researchers at the 
Swedish National Defence College work on 
integrating a gender perspective in the Nordic 
Battlegroup. PAGE 32

“PROSTITUTION – A POINT OF 
DISAGREEMENT IN THE NORDIC COUNTRIES”

It is illegal in Sweden to buy sexual services, and the Nor-

wegian Government now proposes to introduce a similar law. 

However, there is insufficient knowledge about the extent of 

prostitution and about what legislation and which measures are 

most effective. NIKK is therefore carrying out a project on pro-

stitution, the aim of which is to provide the Nordic governments 

with a better basis of information. PAGE 12

YOUNG  MUSLIMS CRITICAL OF PATRIARCHAL 
INTERPRETATIONS OF ISLAM

Young practicing Muslims in Norway do not challenge the 

“natural” and “God-given”divided gender system, which emp-

hasizes the physical, psychological and emotional differences 

between men and women and their complementary “natures”. 

However, like Muslim feminists, many of them are critical of the 

patriarchal interpretations of Islam and instead highlight the 

egalitarian teachings of the Koran. PAGE 20
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By BOSSE PARBRING
Editor of NIKK magasin
bosse.parbring@nikk.uio.no

THE INITIATIVE FOR a proposition on men 
and gender equality was taken by Karita 
Bekkemellem, the previous Norwegian 
Minister for Gender Equality. She also set 
up a Men’s Panel with the mission to 
encourage debate on the male role in the 
media and society at large (see pages 6–7). 
The proposition is planned to be presented 
in the Norwegian Parliament, Stortinget, 
in the spring of 2008 by the new Minister 
for Children and Equality, Manuela Ramin-
Osmundsen:

“I am glad to be able to present a pro-
position on equality between the genders 
– with focus on men and male roles”, says 
Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen. 

“Working for gender equality is not a 
thing just for women and girls. It is very 
much also a thing for boys and men. In 
fact, gender equality is a win-win situation 
– both for men and women, and, not least, 
for society and the creation of values. I 
invite boys and men to actively participate 
in the work.”

“Traditionally in Norway, gender 
equality has been furthered by women 
and women’s organisations – who have 
successfully fought for important reforms 
which the public sector has implemented 
in co-operation with the parties on the 
labour market. I’m referring to the equality 
legislation, the parent allowance system, 
the working environment act, initiatives for 
equal pay, comprehensive day-care, and so 
on,” says Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen.

Unique survey of gender equality
At this stage, the proposition seems to 
have the following structure:

• An information-based section, which 
presents the findings of gender research 
on the lives of boys and men.
• Boys and their adolescence.
• Men, education and vocational choices.
• Men between family and work.
• Men’s close relations.
• Costs for men because of lack of gender 
equality (men top all statistics on ill health, 
violence and criminality).

As a basis for the preparation, an exten-
sive and unique survey has been carried 
out, where 2,800 men and women have 
been interviewed. They answered ques-
tions pertaining to gender equality from 
childhood and adolescence, to education, 
working life, earlier and present relations, 
violence and the division of resources 
in the household. The attitudes towards 
gender equality have also been studied. 
The study is carried out by researchers at 
NIKK and the Norwegian Work Research 
Institute.

This survey is a follow-up of a similar 
survey conducted in 1988, also commissio-
ned by the Norwegian Government, which 
had appointed a Male Role Committee. The 
1988 survey showed that many men who 
think that gender equality in general has 
developed far enough, at the same time 
support more concrete equality demands, 
such as longer parental leave for fathers. 

“One of the aims of the new study is 
to reveal such potential for future gender 
equality politics”, says NIKK Director of 
Research, Øystein Gullvåg Holter, who 
conducted the first survey in 1988 and who 
is also one of the researchers involved in 
the new study.

The suggestions of the Male Role 
Committee resulted, among other things, 
in the introduction of the so-called father 

quota in 1993, which meant that four weeks 
of the parental leave could only be taken 
by the father. Later the Norwegian father 
quota has been lengthened to six weeks.

“The design of the survey in 1988 was 
ahead of its time”, says Øystein Gullvåg 
Holter. “It was inspired by Nordic rela-
tional gender research, developed by, 
among others, Hanne Haavind, Norwegian 
Professor of Psychology. It had a life cycle 
design and focused on all the relations that 
influence equality in various areas.”

In the new survey, the design has been 
refined; there are more, and more detailed, 
questions. A larger emphasis than before 
is put on practices. The 1988 study was 
criticized for describing what men thought, 
not what they did. Both aspects are inclu-
ded in a clearer mode in the new survey. 

 “The objective is to disclose the ‘ana-
tomy’ of gender equality”, says Øystein 
Gullvåg Holter. “To get to know the 
dimensions of gender equality and how 
these are interconnected.”

The results from the survey will be pub-
lished in the beginning of 2008. A similar 
study is expected to be carried out also in 
other countries, both Nordic and others.

Boys lose in school
One question that has been discussed in all 
Nordic countries is that boys do not do as 
well in school as girls do. Several studies in 
Norway and other countries show that boys 
underachieve compared to girls. Therefore 
the parliamentary proposition will greatly 
emphasize the situation of boys in child 
care, education, sports and culture.

“An important prerequisite is to prepare for 
a long-term behavioural and cultural change, 
so that boys and girls as individuals aren’t 
socialised into differences already in child-
hood, and encounter problems as adults,” 
says Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen. “In addi-
tion, girls and boys have identities connected 
with ethnic origin or affiliation – these must 
also be respected and included.” 

Child care and the lower levels of the 
educational system are dominated by 
female staff. 

“One challenge is to increase the 

The Norwegian Government is preparing the world’s first parliamen-
tary proposition on men and gender equality. The aim is to include 
all areas where the male role is of significance to gender equality.  
It is, however, too early to specify what concrete suggestions 
will be made.

Norway leads the way 
– men to join the equality train
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number of men and make teachers more 
gender conscious,” says Erik Hauglund, 
officer responsible for the proposition at 
the Ministry of Children and Equality.

“Those trained to be teachers hardly 
get to know anything about the fact that 
they have a gender which is of importance 
in teaching”, he says. “Teacher students 
must be taught to be more conscious of 
how they act in relation to the children, 
based on gender.” 

“Child care provisions and schools also 
need more men”, says Erik Hauglund. 
“What do children learn when they spend 
five years in day-care and several years 
at school without meeting any men? A 
15-year-old boy is not likely to consider 
working at a nursery school.”

“I think we can’t call ourselves a gender 
equal nation until there are as many men in 
day-care centres and schools as there are 
women in the board rooms of private enter-
prises or share holders at the Exchange”, 
says Minister for Children and Equality 
Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen. 

“In addition I want to underline that 
the gender balance in all areas of society 
should be followed by a greater diversity 
in general, for example with people of 
minority ethnic origin or with functional 
disorders.”

Fathers to spend more time 
at home
Another much debated issue is the paren-
tal leave and the father quota. The Nordic 
countries have, to varying extents and 
with various methods, introduced mea-
sures aiming at getting more fathers to 
take more practical responsibility for their 
children and family.

“Our society is still characterised by 
strong gender stereotypes which are repro-
duced through a very gender-segmented 
working life and gender-traditional educa-
tional choices among young people”, says 
Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen. 

“Traditional stereotypes unfortunately 
also dominate in the homes, where obvi-
ously the father is still mostly ‘work and 
overtime oriented’ and the mother mostly 
’caring and child oriented’. Is this optimal 
for the children? For the use of all avai-
lable competence in our working life and 
industry?”

Many of those working in the area of 
gender equality want to extend the quota 

allocation of the parental leave so that a 
larger part can be used by men only. Three 
main models are being discussed:
• extending the father quota somewhat;
• dividing the parental leave into three 
parts according to the Icelandic model – 
one for each parent and one to be shared 
according to choice;
• introducing an gender equality bonus 
according to the Swedish model which 
financially rewards those parents who 
share the leave equally (see pages 8–11).

Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen does not 
yet want to comment on what proposals 
the Norwegian Government will present in 
this area.

“I’m glad that fathers demand more 
time with their children, whether they 
live with them or not. It’s wonderful that 
some fathers take out more than the com-
pulsory 6 weeks during the year of parental 
leave, but 17 per cent is far too few in the 
future.”

Continued use of violence
“At the same time I’m worried for the fact 
that boys and men score negatively on 
a number of lifestyle indicators and in 

criminal statistics; they drop out of school, 
are marginalised in working life and simply 
don’t feel equal in custody and access 
cases”, says Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen. 
“There is still a lot of domestic and other 
unmotivated violence, and it’s mainly men 
who are violent – towards women, children 
and each other.”  

“Therefore it’s time for us to make 
a comprehensive survey of the gender 
equality situation in Norway, but with a 
particular focus on men, boys and male 
roles. We shall point to ways of moving for-
ward and invite the Parliament to discuss 
the challenges from a wide perspective. I 
will concentrate on formulating a propo-
sition based on information, statistics and 
measures of attitudes. I’m happy that the 
extensive survey of women’s and men’s 
attitudes to gender equality has been car-
ried out.” 

“I’ll pay careful attention to the sug-
gested actions in the proposition and cle-
arly state what the public sector can and 
must do, and what belongs to civil society, 
NGOs and families; preferably in collabora-
tion with state and local authorities,” says 
Minister for Children and Equality Manuela 
Ramin-Osmundsen. 

“I’m glad that fathers demand more time with their children, whether they live with them or not", says 

Minister for Children and Equality, Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen. 
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Former Minister for Gender Equality, Karita Bekkemellem, with the Men's Panel. 

Gender equality 
– a male issue now

“How often do you hear men around a table talking about gender equality? Throwing in gender equa-
lity as a hot topic among men is quite radical. Previously, it’s been an issue only for women,” says 
masculinity researcher Jørgen Lorentzen, member of the Norwegian Men’s Panel that can influence the 
Government’s proposition on men and gender equality.
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By BOSSE PARBRING 
Editor of NIKK magasin
bosse.parbring@nikk.uio.no

IN THE SUMMER OF 2007, the previous 
Norwegian Minister of Gender Equality, 
Karita Bekkemellem, put together a Men’s 
Panel consisting of about 30 men, all of 
whom have made public statements about 
the role of men in society. However, the 
men represent a variety of views. Most of 
the political parties, as well as the media, 
the cultural sector, industry, labour orga-
nisations and academia are represented 
on the Men’s Panel. The purpose of the 
Men’s Panel is to trigger a public debate on 
gender equality among men. The discus-
sions of the Men’s Panel can influence the 
Government’s work on the proposition on 
men and gender equality to be presented 
in the spring of 2008.   

“Men have the right to have opinions 
and thoughts on gender equality from 
their own perspective. The Men’s Panel 
has shown that men have strong attitudes 
concerning the situation of men. And at the 
same time they also focus on women’s lack 
of gender equality in many areas”, says the 
new Minister for Gender Equality Manuela 
Ramin-Osmundsen.

The Men’s Panel has really succeeded 
in starting a discussion. To begin with, 
however, it was more about the Men’s Panel 
as such. It was criticized for consisting of 
an elite of men, for all the members being 
men and for them not being masculine 
enough. One member has left the panel 
after criticizing its work.

Jørgen Lorentzen is researcher in compa-
rative literature and post-doctoral research 
fellow at the Centre for Women’s Studies 
and Gender Research at the University of 
Oslo, specializing in men and masculini-
ties. He thinks there is a point to there 
being only men in the Men’s Panel.

“It doesn’t mean that women do not 
discuss gender equality. They have done so 
for 30 years. The radical thing is that here 
only men discuss gender equality.”

But the Men’s Panel is not only supposed 
to discuss the situation of men.

“At our latest meeting we discussed men 

in relation to traditional male and female 
professions. But we realised that we can’t 
have a biased focus on recruiting men to 
traditionally female jobs, but we must also 
recruit women to traditionally male jobs.”

Icelandic model suggested
There are actually no expectations on the 
Men’s Panel to agree on certain shared 
opinions. The Panel did, nevertheless, give 
a first common statement in October 2007, 
in which it encouraged men to take greater 
responsibility for the care of their own 
children.  The Men’s Panel suggests that 
parental leave should be divided into three 
parts according to the Icelandic model – 
one part for each parent and a shared part 
that can be divided as the parents choose.

 “It’s a scandal that we haven’t introdu-
ced 4+4+4 months,” says Jørgen Lorentzen. 
“I have long thought that we should have 
6+6+6 months with a lower compensation 
level. I think it’s safer for children to start 
day-care at 18 months.”

 “The latest Ministers of Gender Equality 
have claimed that they will extend the 
quota, but this hasn’t been prioritized in 
the budget. A few weeks’ extension of the 
total leave is needed in order to implement 

4+4+4 months. But a political will is also 
needed to ‘take time’ from the mother.”

Children change men
Jørgen Lorentzen is also involved in the 
work to reduce men’s violence against 
women. The fact is that he thinks that an 
increased effort to get men to do more 
child-care is connected with an increased 
effort to reduce male violence.

“The work that happens between 
men and children is interesting. In their 
encounter with children, men train their 
empathic and caring attitudes, which in 
turn makes it more difficult to use violence. 
It is relatively easy to work on the relation 
between father and child.” 

“It also means that another kind of rela-
tion develops between fathers and sons. 
Boys get another kind of masculinity if 
their fathers are caring-oriented. The boys 
grow up into different kinds of adults. 
Previously only the mother has had this 
relation to the children. Children demand 
something else of the man, if he is to be 
close to them, which means that he must 
change in the encounter with children.” 

In Jørgen Lorentzen’s opinion, male vio-
lence is the clearest sign of the oppression 
of women. He thinks that the Government 
during the last few years has worked quite 
systematically in this area, for example by 
supporting various efforts to work with 
men who practice violence.

“In parallel with help to women who 
experience violence, we must increase 
the efforts for violent men. Men are not 
biologically evil. Working with the groups 
of men who are violent could have great 
consequences on the surrounding society. 
There is a clear connection between boys 
who experience violence as children and 
who are violent as adults.”

 “I also wish people would realise that 
there is a systematic connection between 
violence in the home and public violence. 
Researchers studying violence in different 
environments don’t communicate with 
each other. The experiences of those sub-
jected to violence are the same regardless 
of whether they are men or women.”

 ”These reactions to the 
Men’s Panel are totally 
symptomatic”, says Jørgen 
Lorentzen. “The Men’s Panel 
is being ridiculed. Men who 
deviate from traditional 
masculinity often encounter 
such a reaction.”
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By JENNIE WESTLUND
Project consultant at NIKK
jennie.westlund@nikk.uio.no

THERE HAS BEEN a heated debate on the 
shaping of family policy and its influence 
on gender equality in Sweden since the 
centre-right Government presented its 
plans for a family policy programme in 

the early autumn. The Government aims 
at introducing the first half of its four-part 
model on 1 July 2008; this includes a home 
care allowance as an alternative to public 
day-care, and a gender equality bonus. The 
two remaining parts of the programme, 
childcare vouchers and an increased peda-
gogical element in day-care, will be imple-
mented later during the Government’s term 
of office. Some researchers have criticised 
aspects of the programme. It is the home 
care allowance that is the red rag to many. 
The Government, for its part, thinks that 
Sweden will now implement a truly modern 
family policy.

The Government’s point of departure is 
that families vary, have different needs and 
wishes, and should therefore be offered 
more flexibility and more opportunities to 

choose how they organise their family and 
working life. The home care allowance is 
thought to increase the parental choice, 
while the gender equality bonus is meant 
to encourage families to make their free 
choices in an equal manner. Thus the focus 
is on the family as a whole, but also on the 
individual choices each parent should be 
able to make. 

Increased parental choice 
can lead to reduced 

gender equality
Next year the Swedish Government will carry out two family policy reforms which some researchers 
regard as contradictory. With a so-called gender equality bonus the Government aims at getting more 
fathers to stay at home with their children. The introduction of a home care allowance might on the 
other hand result in mothers staying at home even longer than they do now. This is shown by research 
in the other Nordic countries.
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According to the proposal, each local 
government authority that wishes to do so 
can introduce the home care allowance. 
Parents with children aged 1–3 years can 
be granted an allowance which is reduced, 
depending on how much other subsidised 
public childcare the family chooses to use. 
The allowance may amount to a non-
taxable maximum of 3,000 SEK (323 Euro) 
per month and is fully compatible with 
working outside the home. This means that 
the allowance can be used to, for example, 
employ a nanny or an au pair. 

The gender equality bonus is intended 
as an incentive for families to share the 
parental leave equally. If the parental leave 
is shared equally, the family receives a 
full gender equality bonus, which means 
a non-taxable income of 3,000 SEK per 
month. The purpose is to increase the 
families’ financial opportunities to share 
the parental leave equally. Not all details 
pertaining to the home care allowance 
and the gender equality bonus have yet 
been settled, but are to be finalised before 
the Government’s proposal is presented to 
Parliament.

The home care allowance 
– a controversial story 
Contrary to the gender equality bonus, 
the home care allowance is a model that 
has already been tried in all the Nordic 
countries, including Sweden. In 1993, the 
centre-right Government introduced a home 
care allowance, which, after the election 
the following year, was abolished by the 
new Social Democrat Government. As in 
Sweden, the allowances in the other Nordic 
countries have always been introduced by 
right-wing and centre-liberal governments. 

The arguments for a home care allo-
wance are mainly based on the parents’ 
opportunities to freely choose between 
staying at home with their children and 
using public or private day-care. Advocates 
have also emphasised that it gives parents 

the opportunity to spend more time with 
their children. The home care allowance 
has further been defended as valuing 
the unpaid work women do at home and 
contributing to making women who do 
not work outside the home equal to their 
working husbands and to working women. 

The home care allowance has not aimed 
at motivating the parent who participates 
less in the care of the children, that is, 
usually the father, to stay at home. This is 
the main point on which opinions diverge. 
The greatest conflict centres on the issue 
of whether a “salary” should be paid to 
those working at home or whether the 
aim should be that both parents work 
outside the home and society offers public 
day-care and better support for parents on 
the labour market. This is not at all a new 
debate, but one that was already topical 
in the 1970s within the West-European 
women’s movement.

Freedom of choice before 
gender equality
The home care allowance has been a con-
stant controversial issue among Nordic 
feminists. The ideological principle behind 
the allowance marks a breech of the estab-
lished Nordic strategy to focus on women 
as citizens working outside the home, and 
this naturally arouses criticism. It is clai-
med that the responsibility for the financial 
allocation is moved to the kitchen tables in 
the homes and that the financial indepen-
dence of the parties in the household is 
reduced. From an international perspective 
it can be noted that childcare in the home 
is seldom supported by state allowances 
except by means of tax reductions.

While advocates emphasise an increa-
sed freedom of choice, opponents think 
the home care allowance is a trap for 
women. It would be easy to talk about 
freedom of choice in a fully equal society. 
The question many pose is whether there 
is a real freedom of choice as long as we 
do not have real gender equality. In Norway 
and Finland, more than 9 out of 10 parents 

The home care allowance is a signal that we 
support those who choose to stay at home, says 
Nyamko Sabuni, Swedish Minister for Gender 
Equality. Photo: Pawel Flato.

NIKK on Nordic 
family policy

During 2007, NIKK finished the project 
Familie- og velferdspolitiske ordninger 
i Norden – ulike modeller og deres 
konsekvenser for likestilling (Nordic 
family and welfare policy program-
mes – different models and their con-
sequences for gender equality). The 
project publications will be published 
shortly; they include articles written by 
six Nordic researchers on equality and 
parent policy in the Nordic countries, 
also from the perspective of same-
gender families. Please see www.nikk.
uio.no for more information.
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who stay at home with the aid of the home 
care allowance are women. This of course 
influences women’s position on the labour 
market, as the Swedish Social Democrats 
have been quick to point out. Family policy 
must also include a labour aspect, the 
Social Democrats noted in a parliamentary 
proposal in October 2007. Even if the home 
care allowance is theoretically gender neu-
tral, in practice it is gendered, and repro-
duces the traditional division of work into 
work outside the home and in the home. 
But when gender equality is set against 
the parents’ freedom of choice, gender 
equality seems to be the losing party in the 
Nordic countries today, according to critical 
scholarly voices.  

Other warning fingers that the oppo-
nents raise are the possible regional dif-
ferences that the home care allowances 
granted by local governments might lead 
to in Sweden. 109 out of Sweden’s 290 
municipalities plan to introduce a home 

care allowance next year, according to a 
survey conducted by the Aktuellt news 
programme on Swedish public service TV. 
Most municipalities in favour of the allo-
wance are governed by right-wing parties 
while those governed by left-wing parties 
say no to the home care allowance. The 
optional allowance can thus be regarded 
as a weakening of the universality prin-
ciples which are typical for the Nordic 
welfare states.

Only for the rich or only 
for the poor?
“No family with children can live on 
2,000–3,000 SEK a month. This is of course 
only intended for those who already have a 
lot of money. This is absolutely not anything 
for a single parent”, says previous Social 
Democratic Minister for Social Affairs Berit 
Andnor in an interview on Radio Sweden. 
The current Minister for Gender Equality, 
Nyamko Sabuni from the Liberal Party, 

thinks that the home care allowance of 
3,000 SEK will not keep anybody at home 
who had not already previously planned to 
do so. “But it is a signal that we support 
those who choose to stay at home”, she 
said at a press conference in connection 
with the introduction of the home care 
allowance and the gender equality bonus. 

The Swedish Government admits that 
the opportunities for, for example, single 
parents to make use of the home care 
allowance are limited, but thinks that the 
positive aspects of the allowance, after 
all, outweigh the negative ones. The home 
care allowance is thus not something one 
can live on, but is based on the idea that 
the recipient of the allowance is supported 
by a partner. Experiences in Finland and 
Norway, on the other hand, indicate that 
a new class distinction can appear bet-
ween a middle class which prefers public 
day-care and low-income earners with a 
minimal education who choose the home 

Finland was the first Nordic country 
to introduce a home care allowance in 
1985, while Norway took its cash-for-
care benefit scheme into use in 1998. In 
Norway, the benefit also can be used by 
parents with children who have part-time 
places in publicly supported day-care 
centres. Both Denmark and Iceland also 
have home care allowance arrangements 
similar to the Finnish and Norwegian 
ones. In Finland and Norway the home 
care allowances are state granted and 
guarantee the opportunity to return to 
the workplace after the childcare leave 
ends. In the other countries the home 
care allowance is granted by local aut-
horities. 

The home care allowance has not 
been as harshly criticised in Finland as 
in Norway, which is partly explained by 
the law on the subjective right to public 
day-care for all children under 3 years 
of age that was passed together with 
the introduction of the home care allo-
wance. Another reason might be the 
exposed situation of the Finnish women 
on the labour market as a result of the 

high unemployment rates in the 1990s. 
Temporary jobs and insecure employ-
ment conditions have made the home 
care allowance an attractive alternative 
for mothers with small children and have 
contributed to the popularity of the allo-
wance. A sharp decrease in the use of 
public day-care has been noted in Finland 
during the last few years. A majority of 
children under 3 years of age are cared 
for at home, in practice by their mothers. 
A considerably larger portion of 3–5-year-
olds are now also looked after at home 
in Finland in comparison with the other 
Nordic countries. A larger proportion 
of mothers with small children are, at 
least temporarily, not active in the labour 
force compared to the rest of the Nordic 
countries; critics of course point to the 
role of the home care allowance in this 
development. 

The home care allowance is popular 
also in Norway, but its effect on women's 
employment has not been as great there 
as in Finland. The frequent, although 
decreasing, use of the home care allo-
wance among Norwegian mothers is 

largely explained by the fact that Norway 
is still lacking a comprehensive, com-
petitive system of public day-care that 
would meet the need. One of the main 
points of the Norwegian critics is that the 
insufficient public childcare should be 
improved and the home care allowance 
abolished. This is also the aim stated in 
the programme of the current red-green 
Government.  

In Denmark, the local government 
home care allowance introduced in 2003 
has been sparingly used, which is pro-
bably mainly explained by the strong 
position of Danish public day-care. In 
Iceland a home care allowance was 
taken into use in three municipalities in 
2006 and in a further two in 2007. As in 
Denmark, there are great variations in 
the local governments’ application of the 
home care allowance. Since the Icelandic 
allowance is so recent, it is difficult to 
predict its popularity. The reception of the 
home care allowance in Sweden seems to 
be relatively positive among the local 
governments, while the attitudes among 
parents vary, not least regionally. 

Home care allowance in the other Nordic countries
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care allowance. In Finland, the home care 
allowance is mostly used by low-income 
earners. The Norwegian political left has 
pointed out the unfortunate fact that the 
allowance, in Norway called cash-for-care 
benefit, obstructs the integration of both 
women and their children, as immigrant 
mothers are the most frequent users of 
the allowance. 78 per cent of 1–2-year-old 
children in immigrant families were cared 
for in the home in 2004, compared to the 
national average of 62 per cent the same 
year (Daugstad 2006). 

Will the gender equality bonus 
have any effect?
When a home care allowance was introdu-
ced in Finland in 1985, a law on the subjec-
tive right to day-care for children under 3 
years of age was passed at the same time. 
This was a political compromise to satisfy 
both the right and the left. In Sweden, the 
home care allowance is now combined with 
a gender equality bonus. In the ensuing 
debate the bonus has played a minor role 
and been overshadowed by the discussion 
on the home care allowance. 

The gender equality bonus is also based 
on the principle of freedom of choice and 
is not an extended quota allocation for the 
parental leave. The gender equality bonus 
is so far politically untried and it remains 
to be seen if it will have a positive effect on 
a more equal use of parental leave. Other 
incentives have, however, been tried in 
Sweden to get fathers to stay at home with 
their children. An increase of the maximum 
amount of the parental insurance (that 
is, that the parent staying at home on 
parental leave receives a larger compen-
sation for his or her loss of income) has 
proven to have no significant effect on the 
tendency of fathers to stay at home with 
their children. 

The study Vägen ur föräldraledigheten 
(The way out from parental leave) con-
ducted by the Swedish Social Insurance 
Agency in 2005 shows that changes in the 
loss of income do not explain the reasons 
for men’s tendency to use a larger part 
of the parental leave. For instance, the 
proportion of men on parental leave is 
larger among high-income earners, who 
financially have more to lose, than among 
men with a low income. For example the 
sociologist Lisbeth Bekkengen’s study 
shows that there are many dimensions to 

the financial arguments. They are used to 
explain why men do not use parental leave 
both when they earn most (“we would lose 
so much of our income”) and when they 
earn least (“the parental allowance would 
be too small”). Traditional choices are 
made regardless of their financial effects. 
Looking at statistics of fathers who stay 
at home on parental leave, Iceland is in 
a class of its own. There, fathers stay at 
home for an average of 97 days (cf. mothers 
183 days). In Iceland a quota allocation of 
the parental leave was introduced in 2000, 
meaning that 3 months are allocated to 
each parent while the parents themselves 
decide who uses the remaining 3 months. 
The new law has had a considerable impact 
on the use of parental leave. 

The introduction of a home care allo-
wance in Sweden today using arguments 
based on the family’s freedom of choice 
is facilitated by the fact that there are 
corresponding systems in all the other 
Nordic countries. But while the principle of 
freedom of choice has spread in the Nordic 
countries in the 21st century, there is also 
the Icelandic example of quota allocation, 
which has now aroused interest in, for 
example, Finland (see adjacent article). 
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A move to introduce quotas for parental 
leave in Finland

Family policy reforms are being discussed not only in 
Sweden. At the meeting of the Nordic Ministers for 
Gender Equality on 15 October, the Finnish Minister 
for Gender Equality Stefan Wallin said that “experi-
ences from the Nordic countries show that fathers 
are best encouraged to stay on parental leave if there 
is a clearly defined period for them, which is lost if 
the father does not use it”. 

Wallin would like the Nordic countries to raise the 
profile of the issue of paternal leave on an internatio-
nal level, and suggests that Finland should introduce 
a quota allocation similar to the one in Iceland. The 
6+6+6 model would mean that 6 months are allo-
cated to the mother, 6 months to the father and the 
parents can themselves decide on the distribution of 
the remaining 6 months. The relatively short Finnish 
parental leave would thus also be considerably 
lengthened, from about 11 to 18 months. It remains to be seen what such a reform 
would mean for the popularity of the home care allowance, fathers’ use of parental 
leave and women’s salaries and career development on the labour market. 

The Finnish Minister for Gender 
Equality, Stefan Wallin.
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“Prostitution 
– a point of disagreement 
in the Nordic countries”

Since 1999, it has been illegal in Sweden to buy sexual services, 
and the Norwegian Government now proposes to introduce a 
similar law. However, there is insufficient knowledge about the 
extent of prostitution and about what legislation and which 
measures are most effective. NIKK is therefore carrying out a 
project on prostitution, the aim of which is to provide the Nordic 
governments with a better basis of information. 
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By BOSSE PARBRING
Editor of NIKK magasin
bosse.parbring@nikk.uio.no

NIKK HAS ENGAGED eleven researchers 
from all of the Nordic countries in a one-
year research project which will compare 
knowledge about and attitudes to prostitu-
tion in the Nordic countries. The initiative 
comes from the Nordic Council of Ministers 
and is part of the Nordic Gender Equality 
Co-operation Programme 2006–2010. The 
project is lead by Doctor in Politics May-Len 
Skilbrei from the Fafo Institute for Labour 
and Social Research in Norway and Doctor 
in Philosophy Charlotta Holmström from 
Malmö University in Sweden. Both conduct 
research on prostitution and together with 
colleagues from all of the Nordic coun-
tries, they will map the situation in the 
countries. 

“Prostitution is an important social the-
me. It’s continually on the political agenda. 
Hardly a week passes without it being 
discussed”, says May-Len Skilbrei. 

“In the last few years an understanding 
of the need for knowledge has emerged in 
the debate”, she continues. “This research 
project is part of this development. Much 
of the conflict is about what we actually 
know. In the Norwegian debate on a pos-
sible criminalisation of prostitution it has 
been pointed out that we don’t know what 
has happened in Sweden as a result of the 
criminalisation of the buying of sex.” 

“Prostitution has been a point of disa-
greement in the equality debate in the 
Nordic countries.” 

The aims of the project are to: 
• produce new knowledge on prostitu-

tion and prostitution-driven human traffic-
king in the Nordic countries, with particular 
focus on gender equality perspectives;

• conduct a survey and analysis of means 
concerning men’s and women’s attitudes to, 
and the extent of prostitution in the Nordic 

countries and autonomous territories;
• collect and utilise reports on pro-

stitution and trafficking produced in the 
individual countries and autonomous ter-
ritories; 

• contribute to the creation of a basis of 
common knowledge, which will increase 
the opportunity for good Nordic co-operati-
on to combat prostitution and trafficking. 

The project will collect existing know-
ledge on the extent of prostitution and 
prostitution-driven trafficking (including 
information on ethnic backgrounds) from 
the police, social services and other aut-
horities involved. The project will critically 

evaluate the various means that are used 
today to calculate the extent, but it does 
not have the resources to develop new and 
better means for this.

The project aims at collecting upda-
ted knowledge on how prostitution and 
prostitution-driven human trafficking is 
handled legally and by social measures 
in the Nordic countries, and on what con-
sequences these measures might have on 
the extent and contents of prostitution and 
prostitution-driven trafficking. 

The project will map and discuss 
women’s and men’s attitudes to the buy-
ing of sexual services. Data from existing, 
recent quantitative opinion polls and 
surveys on the buying of sex will be put 
together. In addition, smaller pilot surveys 

will be considered. Otherwise, this part 
of the project will be based on qualitative 
methods.

Although only Sweden has criminalised 
the buying of sex, there is in many respects 
a shared view on prostitution as such 
in the Nordic countries, according to the 
researchers. They therefore hope that the 
knowledge produced by this project will 
not be linked to political positions. 

“We hope that the knowledge basis 
generated by the project will lead to a 
further development of the political 
discussion on the issue”, says Charlotta 
Holmström. 

The project will be closed in the autumn 
of 2008 with a Nordic conference and 
its results will be disseminated on the 
websites of NIKK and of the Nordic Council 
of Ministers and in NIKK magasin. 

RESEARCHERS FROM ALL 
THE NORDIC COUNTRIES

Charlotta Holmström, Dr.Phil, Faculty of Health 
and Society, Malmö University, Sweden (Head of 
Project)

Jari Kuosmanen, Dr.Phil, Lecturer and Researcher, 
Department of Social Work, Göteborg University, 
Sweden

Annelie Siring, PhD Student, Department of Social 
Work, Göteborg University, Sweden

May-Len Skilbrei, Dr.Pol, Fafo Institute for Labour 
and Social Research, Norway (Head of Project)

Marianne Tveit, Researcher, Fafo Institute for 
Labour and Social Research, Norway

Ingrid Smette, PhD Student, Norwegian Social 
Research Institute (Nova), Norway

Synnøve Jahnsen, cand.polit., University of Bergen, 
Norway

Jeanett Bjønness, PhD Student, Institute of 
Anthropology, Archaeology and Linguistics, 
University of Aarhus, Denmark

Marlene Spanger, Graduate Research Fellow, 
Department of Society and Globalisation, Roskilde 
University, Denmark

Anne-Maria Marttila, PhD Student, Department 
of Social Science History, University of Helsinki, 
Finland 

Project managers Charlotta Holmström and 
May-Len Skilbrei. Photo: Bosse Parbring
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When does 
legal prostitution 

become illegal 
trafficking?
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By JIMMY SAND
Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research
jimmy.sand@genus.se

THE SEMINAR WAS arranged in May at 
the Museum of World Culture in Göteborg 
by NIKK in co-operation with the Swedish 
Secretariat for Gender Research. Sven-Axel 
Månsson, who has been studying prostitu-
tion since the 1970s, spoke with a focus on 
the sex-buyers. In 1977 the Government ini-
tiated an investigation that resulted in the 
report Prostitution in Sweden: Background 
and Actions. 

“With the report’s publication in 1981 
a paradigm shift took place, and interest 
also shifted towards the sex-buyers. The 
focus was now on gender. In other coun-
tries the stigmatisation of prostitution is 
a great problem. The paradigm shift is 
about understanding prostitution in terms 
of demand.”

Studies suggest that the amount of men 
who have ever paid for sex differs some-
what between various countries: Sweden 
13 per cent (1996), England 7 per cent 
(1991), Spain 39 per cent (1992), Thailand 
73 per cent (2003) and Holland 14 per cent 
(1989). Although there is large sex industry 
in Holland, the numbers for that country 
are roughly the same as for Sweden.

“When looking more closely at the study, 
it turns out to cover only Dutch citizens. 
The same is true of the study in Thailand. 
We must add a perspective based on the 
cultural patterns in the various countries 
being studied. In Sweden, with its strong 
equality ideology, there might be a ten-
dency to cover things up. In the interviews 
with Thai men, it appeared that there is a 
social pressure on young men to claim to 
have been in contact with a prostitute.”

Jenny Westerstrand also participated in 
the seminar. She is a doctoral student of 
law at the Department of Feminist Studies 

in Social Sciences at Uppsala University, 
and explores the legislation of prostitution 
and trafficking at global and regional levels 
in relation to human rights and perceptions 
of gender and sexuality.

Jenny Westerstrand spoke about the 
differences between two perspectives of 
prostitution and trafficking: one fragmen-
ted and the other coherent.

“One is a perspective that accepts and 
tolerates prostitution. Advocates of this 
perspective emphasize a woman’s right to 
decide about her body and they believe 
that there is paternalism which inhibits this 
by criminalizing the buyers. Prostitution is 
lifted out of its social context and it beco-
mes very concrete. Although there maybe 
contextual violence, drugs, shame and 
stigma, these do not belong to prostitution 
as such.”

In the formulation of the UN convention 
on preventing, suppressing and punish-
ing trafficking in persons, the so-called 
Palermo Protocol, a conflict was discerni-
ble among the various advocates for this 
perspective. However, they managed to 
unite in order to obstruct those who called 
for a total ban of prostitution.

“One side talks about a chain of crimes, 
where each line is – or isn't – a sepa-
rate offence. There is the recruitment, by 
inappropriate means and with the aim of 
exploiting, and there is the actual trade. 
All those involved in the criminal chain 
are punishable, as soon as the first step 
is taken, but the actual purchase of sex 
is not.”

All women available
Jenny Westerstrand also spoke of a cohe-
rent perspective. The supporters of this do 
not want to accept a division between force 
and free will.

“The main point is that prostitution can-
not be separated from society. The fact 
that it exists influences the low wages 
of women, male violence against women, 
and overall discrimination. If the other 
argumentation is very concrete, this is 
rather fuzzy and flighty. Describing society 
and all its dynamics is a very difficult thing 
to do.”

Jenny Westerstrand pointed to the pro-
blems in thinking in terms of a criminal 
chain.

“What happens if the buyer is allowed to 
walk free, when one has said that each of 
the steps leading to the point of purchase 
is a terrible crime? Trading in women crea-

tes a legal space where all women become 
available.”

During the last twenty years a num-
ber of studies have been conducted in 
Scandinavia on why men buy sex. Sven-
Axel Månsson summarised the results in 
five main groups of motives. All pertain to 
men’s fantasies and images of prostitutes.

“The fantasy about the whore reflects 
contradictory feelings of enchantment and 
contempt. The image of the dirty whore 
strengthens the sexual excitement. It also 
provides the opportunity to deny all: one’s 
self is not part of that world.”

“The perception of another kind of 
sexuality is based on sexual frustration 
coupled with the idea of a certain kind 
of sex that cannot be experienced with 
a non-prostitute. There is a suspicion of 
having been cheated, that other men get 
to experience things that one does not 
oneself.”

All kinds of men
“The idea of the kind-hearted comforter 
is often rooted in a fear of intimacy on 
equal terms. The projection of potency on 
woman; the idea that she bestows potency, 
risks becoming a projection of impotency, 
too. If the act is unsuccessful it is her 
fault. This is also an explanation for much 
of the violence that occurs in relation to 
prostitution.”

“The picture of sex as an item of con-
sumption refers to a biologically determi-
ned, recurring need to “clear the pipes”. It 
is typical for this age to regard prostitution 
in the same way as any other market acti-
vity.”

“The image of another kind of woman 
brings the gendered order of power to its 
extreme. Many men talk of the difficulties 
of being a man in an egalitarian society. A 
man who had been to Thailand talked at 
length about how wonderful it had been 
to be treated like a real man, by somebody 
who understood what it means to be a real 
woman. Sexual-racist and ethnic stereoty-
pes play an important role in the marketing 
of sex tourism.”

To the question as to what kind of men 
frequent prostitutes, Sven-Axel Månsson 
answered:

“Prostitutes and researches agree that 
all kinds of men buy sex. The market 
is very differentiated. There are different 
segments aimed at different buyers.”

“Without understanding the 
discussion of equality in Sweden, 
it is not possible to understand 
how the sex-purchase law came 
about.” This is a claim made by 
Sven-Axel Månsson, Professor of 
Social Work at Malmö University, 
at a seminar on prostitution and 
trafficking.
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Theology Researcher Elina Vuola:

– Listen to women’s 
own interpretations 
of their religion!
”How do we feminists explain that so many women are religious – is it 
because they have been brainwashed? There is a kind of feminist blindness 
concerning the significance of religion for women, particularly its positive 
and liberating aspects. The view of the Virgin Mary is one example of 
the gap that exists between secular feminist criticism of Catholicism and 
women’s own religious experiences”, says Elina Vuola. We meet the active 
Finnish researcher in Helsinki just before her departure to Costa Rica to 
further discuss with Catholic women why they have such a close relations-
hip to the Virgin.
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By TRINE LYNGGARD
Former editor of NIKK magasin
nikk@nikk.uio.no

ELINA VUOLA IS a veteran of international 
feminist theology research; she has pub-
lished in Spanish, English and Finnish. 
However, it is difficult to be a prophet in 
one’s own land. She is adjunct professor at 
the Helsinki University Faculty of Theology, 
but that is a title, not a position. After she 
received her doctoral degree ten years ago, 
she has never obtained a permanent post 
at her own faculty. For the last five years 
she has held a research post financed by 
the Academy of Finland at the Institute of 
Development Studies, but that funding 
ended in August this year. She has also 
always been closely affiliated with the 
Christina Institute for Women’s Studies at 
Helsinki University, where is also adjunct 
professor.

“The Faculty of Theology at Helsinki 
offers hardly anything within women’s 
studies. It is not my choice that I’ve never 
been permanently employed there. But 
it’s not only a negative thing. It’s meant 
that we scholars of gender and religion 
have been part of Finnish women’s studies 
from the very beginning. Feminist research 
in many other countries has not been so 
open to research on religion. In the USA, 
for example, feminist theology research 
is far more marginalised within feminist 
research than here”, explains Elina Vuola, 
who has pursued much of her research  
career outside of Finland, in particular on 
the American continent. She has been a 
visiting scholar and lecturer at universi-
ties in the USA, Mexico, Nicaragua and 
Costa Rica. She wrote her dissertation in 
Nicaragua. It explores the relation between 
liberation theology and feminist theology 
– and the lack of dialogue between the 
two movements. Her dissertation attracted 
international attention after its publication 
in English in Finland in 1997; it was later 
published both in the USA and England, 
and in Spanish in Spain and Ecuador.

Elina Vuola’s approach mainly stems 

from the philosophy and ethics of religion. 
She analyses liberation theology as theory 
with the aid of Latin American feminist 
theology.

“I also critically analyse certain issues 
within feminist theology from the perspec-
tive of liberation theology. Studying sexual 
ethics from a poverty perspective should 
be an important theme for a dialogue 
between liberation theologians and femi-
nist theologians, but nobody seems to be 
particularly interested in such a dialogue”, 
she says.

Feminism – a secular project
Elina Vuola is also strongly involved in 
publishing and debate in Finland and 
internationally. In the past year, she has 
been visiting editor of no less than three 
scientific journals with a special issue on 
gender and religion: the Finnish Journal 
of Theology (1/2006), Temenos – Nordic 
Journal of Comparative Religion (1/2006) 
and the Journal of European Society for 
Women in Theological Research (1/2007). 

In 2005 she was the main organiser 
of the large inter-disciplinary II Christina 
Conference on Gender, Religion and Theory 
at the University of Helsinki. In her opening 
speech, entitled Study of Religion and 
Feminist Theory: Dialogue or Silence?, she 
challenged the 200 participants from the 
whole world to discuss the relationship 
between feminist theory and the study of 
religion; a question she thinks is of more 
than merely theoretical interest.

“We are witnessing increasing funda-
mentalism within all the main religious 
traditions. This social fundamentalism 
creates new political alliances between, 
for example, the Vatican and some Muslim 
regimes, particularly against the rights of 
women. At the same time, there is a lack 
of ability among feminists to analyse this 
phenomenon, including a lack of ability 
to take seriously women’s own positive 
identities as Muslims and Catholics.”

“We must be cautious in condemning 
religion as such as oppressive to women, 
without listening to the various voices from 

women all over the world, who strike a 
balance between their identities as women 
and their place in religious communities”, 
Elina Vuola points out.

“What do you think is the reason for 
this lack of interest in religion among 
feminists?”

“Feminism as a political project has been 
closely associated with a broader political 
project which claims that secularisation is 
necessary and that it will happen in any 
case.  Another explanation is, of course, 
that religions are so misogynistic, so hos-
tile to women. So it’s not surprising that 
feminists do not feel positive about religi-
ous institutions. But if one has no insight 
in religion, one only regards religion as an 
institution, as for example the Vatican. It’s 
important that we as feminists also see 
religion as spirituality and people’s religion 
in their own terms as well as women’s own 
interpretations of religion.”

Virgin Mary revival
“That takes us to your research project in 
Cost Rica: practicing Catholic women’s 
own interpretations of their religion, focu-
sing on their relation to the Virgin Mary. 
Why the Virgin Mary?”

“While worship of the Virgin Mary is 
regarded as heretical within Protestantism, 
Virgin Mary worship is institutionalised 
within the Catholic Church and has strong-
ly grown during the last 150 years. The 
best known places where the Virgin Mary 
is alleged to have appeared, such as in 
Lourdes in France, in Fatima in Portugal 
and not least in Mexico, where over 12 
million people annually visit the basilica of 
Our Lady of Guadalupe, are visited every 
year by millions of pilgrims. The previous 
Pope John Paul II was known as a “Marian” 
Pope, which has contributed to a revival 
of the Virgin Mary worship in the last few 
years. For over 20 years, feminist theology 
has been interested in the Virgin Mary as 
the only woman in the ‘heavenly hierar-
chy’.”

“In Latin America, Catholicism is inte-
grated into folk culture in a totally dif-
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ferent manner than in Europe. The Catholic 
Church is the only institution that has sur-
vived since the conquest of the continent. 
Within Latin American feminist research, 
particularly in sociology, there is gene-
rally quite a negative attitude to religion, 
especially towards the figure of the Virgin 
Mary. Feminist researchers think the Virgin, 
in her submissiveness, is an impossible 
model for women. I also think that the 
official Catholic doctrine on the Virgin Mary 
is quite misogynist. One of the Catholic 
dogmas is that she is an eternal virgin, that 
is, both before and after birth. That is quite 
a sadistic view”, says Elina Vuola.

But the women she talks to do not seem 
to care what the Church teaches about the 
Virgin.

“They identify themselves with her for 
other reasons, and that I find interesting 
to explore. I’ve conducted a first set of 
interviews with believing Catholic women 
and am actually only at the outset of my 
research project. But so far I can say that 
their relation to the Virgin Mary is a true 
relation. Perhaps this is surprising. It’s 
important for them that she is a woman 
like they are, she understands both men 
and women better than the male Jesus. 
She is a mother; she understands women 
particularly well. I also discern a dual func-
tion in their relation to Mary – she is human 
on the one hand, but on the other not just 
anybody; she is a divine figure and more 
than most, one who can help women. This 
is a tension I’ve heard in all interviews.”

Critical of Marianismo
Elina Vuola is sceptical of the use of 
Marianismo as a concept developed  within 
feminist theory in Latin America. In it, 
the Virgin Mary is the actual basis of the 
repression of women. A consequence of 
this analysis is that the liberation of women 
requires a change of attitude towards the 
Virgin Mary and the values that she repre-
sents. The concept if often used as the 
opposite of the Latin American concept of 
machismo.

“The concept of Marianismo is continu-
ally used in feminist analyses without a 
specification of what image of Mary it is 
based on, whether it is that of the Church, 
of art or the women. Our Lady of Guadalupe 
in Mexico is, for example, a nationalist 
cultural symbol, while other Virgin figures 
have other symbolic values. Is it really just 

so simple that the Virgin Mary in herself 
constitutes ‘a serious threat’ to the health 
of women? The figure of the Virgin Mary is 
obviously very important for many women. 
In that case it’s problematic that feminists 
say that women are oppressed because of 
the Virgin. It stands in conflict with what 
my informants are saying, that is, that 
for them She is a source of comfort and 
strength, a positive figure.”

“Have you expressed your criticism of 
Marianismo to Latin American feminists 
who use this concept?”

“I have discussed it in a network of 
feminist Latin American researchers from 
various disciplines. It caused a heated 
debate; they think that the concept of 
Marianismo is useful; they don’t accept 
my way of looking at it. While feminist 
theologians understand what I’m saying.

Virginity not possible!
“Don’t you think there is a paradox in 
that religion is so strong among women 
in Latin America although many women 
die of illegal abortions because the 
Catholic Church forbids contraceptives and 
abortion? The norms of the Catholic Church 
concerning reproduction can be outright 
life-threatening for women?”

“The sexual-ethical programme of the 
Catholic Church is not based on women’s 
experiences of their bodiliness. Many 
women don’t believe in what the Church 
says in this area, they are intelligent peo-
ple. Even in Latin America Catholic women 
use contraceptives, they divorce and they 
undergo abortions, and so on. Even those 
with less education realise that the Church 
is ruled by unmarried men with no con-
nections to the lives of women. They are 
good at relativising this, at understanding 
it on a private level. I asked one of the 
older women: how do you understand the 
virginity of Mary? She had told me that 
she had eight children and loved the Virgin 
Mary; she also gave me a small picture of 
the Virgin. I have to quote her answer in 
Spanish: Usted med dice que es madre 
tambien verdad, y tiene dos hijas, asi que 
Usted sabe que no puede ser! Todas las 
mujeres saben que no puede ser! You told 
me that you are also a mother, right, and 
that you have two daughters, so you know 
that it’s not possible! All women know that 
it’s not possible!”

“The dogma on virginity has been created 

by the conservative leaders of the Church. 
Ordinary women, who love the Virgin Mary, 
find this ridiculous. It’s important to show 
that the opinion of ordinary people is also 
Catholicism. It’s the responsibility of femi-
nist theologians to write theology from the 
perspective of women. This also means 
bringing out what ordinary women think, 
what religion means to them.”

“At least we have to listen, even if we 
don’t understand and agree with everyt-
hing”, Elina Vuola adds, and admits that 
she, too, cannot identify with everything.

“The believing women have some 
internalised images of women – as for 
example my mother also had, that woman 
is above all mother, and when you become 
a mother, you have a given role in the 
family. These attitudes are criticised from 
a feminist approach as being essentia-
list and biologistic. The same criticism is 
aimed at Muslim feminists who adhere to 
the egalitarian doctrines of the Koran, that 
woman is equal to man, but has different 
roles that are God-given. As researchers we 
don’t need to agree, but we ought to focus 
on what such attitudes actually say about 
their identity.”

Political conflict
“How do you explain that the reproductive 
rights of women for many years have been 
an issue for political conflict at the highest 
international level, the latest being the UN 
Commission on the Status of Women?”

“The Catholic Church has lost much of 
its legitimacy and political power pertai-
ning to sexual ethics and family policy in 
the European Catholic countries, as, for 
example, in Italy. The Vatican has there fore 
concentrated on putting political pres-
sure on the countries in Latin America as 
a region not yet lost to secularism. At the 
same time, the Vatican is compensating 
for its lost influence on individuals by 
intensifying its political activity on the 
international scene, in the UN and other 
international organisations. Recent reli-
gious fundamentalist reactions are also a 
reaction against the growth of feminism, 
which is accused of wanting to eliminate 
the family. This is a question of power; to 
oppress women is about power. Hatred of 
women and the body has long traditions in 
the monotheistic religions of Christianity, 
Judaism and Islam. As Foucault says, con-
trolling sexuality is to control people’s 
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lives. This doesn’t only concern women, 
but also homosexuals who are oppres-
sed and discriminated within the religious 
institutions.”

Poor women affected
“Let’s talk about the theme of your disser-
tation. What do liberation theologians think 
of the feminist criticism of the attitudes of 
the Catholic Church on the family, repro-
duction, sexuality and women’s rights?”

“Many liberation theologians oppose 
celibacy and the ban against female 
priests, but the problem is that they don’t 
say this in public. Their stance displays 
a double set of morals. As individuals 
they also sympathise with the situation 
of women and women’s rights. If libera-
tion theologians want to defend the rights 
of the poor, if they want to be true to 
themselves, they shouldn’t only talk about 
class, but also about gender. It is poor 
women who die as the result of a lack of 
reproductive rights. Middle and upper class 
women have the money and opportunities 
to carry out safe abortions or go through 
a safe pregnancy and a safe delivery. Four 
million women in Latin America undergo 
abortion every year; most of these are 
illegal and carried out under unsafe and 
life-threatening circumstances. Abortion 
is one of the main causes of death among 
15–39-year-old women in Latin America. 30 
per cent of maternal deaths in Nicaragua 
happen among young girls under 19 years 
of age. I could go on like this!”

“I’m often asked the question why I, from 
Finland, study and write about this, but I’m 
in a position where I have nothing to lose, 
so I can say what I want without anybody 
punishing me. This is particularly difficult 
for Catholic theologians, men or women 
who work in Catholic institutions. They 
might be expelled from their institution, 
like the nun Ivone Gebara from Brazil, one 
of the few who has said anything in public 
about abortion not always being a sin. She 
got into big problems.” 

“Those who speak openly are Catholic 
feminists who are not associated with the 
Church as an institution: lay-people.”

Unwritten history
“What do you think are the greatest chal-
lenges within feminist theology and the 
study of religion?”

“We must remember that historically 
women have not had the opportunity to 
study their religion, the Holy Scriptures, 
and to develop ethics. The religious prin-
ciples have been written and rewritten 
through the centuries, in a time and a 
context which has totally excluded women. 
There have only been one or two gene-
rations of feminist research in theology. 
A sexual ethics, dealing with the family, 
reproduction, childbirth and sexuality 
based on women’s experiences has not yet 
been written within the Christian Church. 
The same is true within other religions: 
women have not had a chance to put 
forward their interpretations. Now we can 
do this with authority, since we have been 
educated. This is a right we have, but also a 
responsibility. And we can see that women 
who get an education within theology often 
become feminists in the process!”

“Another challenge is to show that rese-
arch on gender and religion is no longer 
just about a feminist criticism of religion 
as a monolithical, patriarchal construction 
that uncritically applies substitute feminist 
symbols. Both men and women negotiate 
their religious traditions in various ways 
and at various levels. We should also 
regard feminist theory from the perspec-
tive of religion and the feminist study of 
religion from a broader perspective. A criti-
cal dialogue between the two is one of the 
big issues for theologians, anthropologists 
and philosophers of religion.”

“We must also realise that our soci-
eties are not as secularised as we might 
think. Take, for instance, the debate on 
homosexual marriage here in secularised 
Finland. Suddenly our interpretation of 
our Lutheran or Christian religion is central 
for ethical and social questions such as 
homosexuality. This makes us realise that 
we’re not so secularised after all. It would 
have been interesting to do the same here 
in Finland that I do in Costa Rica, analyse 
ordinary people’s attitude to religion.” 
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WHAT IS TODAY called Islamic feminism Y
is not a uniform position, but generally it 
can be said to be characterised by being 
articulated in connection with and as criti-
cal interventions within Islamic tradition. 
Contemporary Islamic feminists usually 
underline the deeply rooted egalitarian 
doctrine in the Koran, and call for a ques-
tioning of patriarchal interpretations of the 
Koran as a means for creating a society with 
greater equality between the genders (e.g. 
Ahmed 1992; Hassan 1991a, b; Mernissi 
1987, 1991a, b, 1992). In this article, I will 
discuss these two normative and episte-
mological issues: the emphasis on the 
egalitarian teachings of the Koran and the 
criticism of how patriarchal interpretations 
of Islam conceal these teachings.

In order to explore whether Islamic femi-
nist attitudes can be found among young 
Muslims in Norway, I use the material I 
collected during my fieldwork in Oslo in 
1999 and 2001 among persons affiliated 
with two Muslim youth and student organi-
sations: Norges muslimske ungdom (NMU, 
Muslim Youth of Norway) and Muslimsk 

Studentsamfunn (MSS, Muslim Students’
Association) (Jacobsen 2002, 2004, 2006).
Both organisations are centred on teach-
ing and religious and social activities. They
reflect the diversity among Muslims in
Norway by bringing together young people
and students with various national and
ethnic backgrounds and who themselves,
or through their families, belong to differ-
ent “schools” within Islam. What is more
unusual, is that both the Muslim youth and
student organisations are mixed-gender.

Complementarity 
The young Muslims in my study shared
the view that there is a basic and God-
given difference between men and women.
This was also the message conveyed to
the young members through lectures and
literature, and it was confirmed by the
separate rooms and ritual praxis in the
organisations (cf. Jacobsen 2002, 2004,
2006). The dominating understanding on
gender difference was based on a concep-
tion of complementarity. In an article (in
Utrop 13.3.2002) Athar Akram, then head
of NMU, sketched this view in the follow-
ing way: “Women and men are different
physically, mentally and emotionally. Islam
makes the most of these differences by, for
example, giving men and women different

Young practicing Muslims in Norway do not challenge the “natural” 
and “God-given” divided gender system, which emphasizes the 
physical, psychological and emotional differences between men and 
women and their complementary “natures”. However, like Muslim 
feminists, many of them are critical of the patriarchal interpretations 
of Islam and instead highlight the egalitarian teachings of the Koran. 
The tense relations between the complementary and the egalitarian 
are reflected in the attitudes of young Muslims to questions on the 
rights of women and gender equality.

Critical of Patriarchal 
of Islam
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rights and responsibilities in social life. 
This does not mean that one of the sexes 
is superior to the other, but that men and 
women exist for each other and that they 
shall supplement each other. Sometimes 
the different rights and responsibilities are 
more favourable for men and sometimes 
more favourable for women. Some of these 
differences are abused by those who criti-
cize the Islamic view of women. It is very 
easy to point to examples where the differ-
ences favour men, and complain that this is 
misogynistic. But this is often done without 
seeing the picture as a whole”. This view of 
gender complementarity locates the differ-
ences between men and women in their 
different “natures”. Since the natural order 
is regarded as the creation of God, the dif-
ference between the genders is also God-
given. Thus, both differences between the 
genders and similarities between women 
and between men are naturalised: women 
share “something” that makes them (as a 
group) different from men, and vice versa. 
This “nature” is normative in the sense that 
women and men are expected to carry out 
certain duties assigned to them in order 
to live like good Muslims. The notion of 
gender complementarity to a large extent 
constructs the differences in line with the 
distinction between production and repro-
duction, and is usually paired with a high 
appreciation of the role of the mother.

Even if the idea of complementarity is 
thus based on the notion of a basic gender 
difference, Akram’s understanding also 
indicates a denial of gender hierarchy, in 
that he claims that different rights and 
responsibilities for men and women do not 
mean that one gender is superior to the 
other. What is it, then, that secures that 
gender differences do not also consolidate 
a gender hierarchy? Akram refers to the 
concept of an overall “balance” between 
the different rights and responsibilities 
ascribed to men and to women. It is the 
comprehensive sum of gendered circum-
stances in society, and not differences and 
similarities in a certain area, that should 
be used as the base in evaluating gender 
equality. The idea of complementarity as 
sketched by Akram thus means that women 
and men have different rights and respon-
sibilities, and that one of the genders can 
be favoured in special areas, without this 
leading to one gender being subordinate 
to the other. 

Equity and equality
Akram’s understanding differs from what 
is usually associated with “equality” in 
Norwegian mainstream discourse. The 
concept “equality” denotes “similarity” 
rather than “complementarity” (Gullestad 
1993, 2001). The perception of equality 
as similarity does not refer to society as a 
whole, but to men and women having the 
same rights and responsibilities in a cer-
tain area. In order to separate the notion of 
gender complementarity and balance from 
the notion that women and men should 
have the same rights and responsibilities, 
the nuances of the meanings of equity 
and of equality are often used. Those who 
think that there is equity between men and 
women do not necessarily agree with the 
meaning that they are equal in relation to 
each other in society or that they should 
have the same rights and responsibili-
ties. In his text, Akram uses the concept 
“equity” about the position of men and 
women before God and in society. Others, 
however, also used the concept “equality” 
when they talked about “the view of Islam” 
on the relation between women and men. 
Like Akram, most of the young people I 
worked with agreed with a notion of com-
plementarity which was informed by ideas 
on both difference and equality. But even 
if they, in principle, agreed with the relati-
onship between the genders being valued 
in relation to an overarching balance, there 
was a widespread tendency (which Akram 
criticizes in the quote above) to criticize 
the unequal treatment of men and women 
as such, without reference to a comprehen-
sive “whole”. In other words: in concrete 
matters that did not concern dictated parts 
of Islamic practice the young people often 
regarded gender justice as a question of 
whether women and men have the same 
rights and opportunities pertaining to, 
for example, education and political 
participation. There thus seemed to be 
a movement from understanding equity 
in the light of a total “whole” towards 
understanding equity as assessable within 
each separate area of social life, and in a 
direction from balance towards similarity. 
There was, nevertheless, great variation 
in what the young people perceived as 
acceptable and unacceptable differences 
between the genders, concerning gender 
relations both in the private and in the 
public sphere.

Criticism of patriarchal 
interpretations
Although they agreed with the general 
idea of gender complementarity, many 
were worried about the fact that this ideal 
in practice had been corrupted into an 
unfair gender hierarchy with no basis in 
Islam. A few identified their criticism of this 
gender hierarchy as feminism, but this was 
still very unusual. In general, the young 
Muslims associated the concept of femi-
nism with a patronizing attitude towards 
Muslim women, which turned them into 
passive victims of patriarchal relations and 
traditions. The young people’s criticism of 
the gender hierarchy and of men’s incli-
nation to interpret the Koran in their own 
favour does, nevertheless, have important 
likenesses with the positions described as 
Islamic feminism.

“(Re)interpretation” and criticism of 
patriarchal interpretations of the Koran 
form central themes in Islamic feminism. 
Such criticism could also be discerned 
among the young people (particularly 
women, but also men) who problematised 
what they perceived as a male tendency 
to interpret the Koran in ways that served 
their own interests. Like many Islamic 
feminists, they based their criticism on 
a “return to the Koran and the Sunna”. A 
common objective in order to challenge 
women’s subordination to men was to find 
a way back to the true message of Islam, 
and particularly through separating “cul-
ture” from “Islam”. Sarah, a young woman 
of Turkish origin, was perhaps the one who 
took this criticism furthest, and others 
often interpreted her opinions on gender 
relations and Islam as a sign of her hav-
ing become “too Norwegian”. For Sarah, 
feminist criticism offered a possibility to 
regain the truth of the Koran: “Men have 
been so skilful in highlighting the things 
in Islam that are in their favour. They have 
long managed to hide the rights women 
have in Islam. For it would have been very 
dangerous for them to have that exposed, 
unfortunately. It's been like this through-
out history. After the death of the Prophet, 
after all who had seen the Prophet were 
dead, or the Khalifs were also quite good 
at maintaining the rights of women. But it 
was during the rule of the Abbasids that 
they started to conceal it and move towards 
the cultural. And so this has followed Islam 
throughout history. There have always been 
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such ‘small’ feminists as me, but they have 
like not been able to go far. But I will go far 
[she smiles]”. Such criticism of tradition 
contains a budding feminist epistemology 
that recognizes the gendered distortions 
in historically established interpretations 
of Islamic texts. Nevertheless, the young 
people did not associate this need to 
challenge patriarchal interpretations with 
Islamic feminism, but rather with Muslim 
scholars and intellectuals who base their 
ideas on the notion of complementarity 
and equity (e.g. Badawi 1995). Sarah’s 
criticism of how men have concealed the 
rights Islam grants women is, in line with 
this, not based on the idea that women and 
men should have the same rights. On the 
contrary, she emphasizes, for example, the 
male responsibility to support the family 
and the female right to be supported, and 
to education and political activity. So, the 
point is not criticism of women’s rights in 
Islam as such, but the need to rediscover 
and re-establish the rights that Islam in 
fact gives women. 

“In the spirit of the Prophet”
The Islamic feminist criticism of patriarchal 
perspectives in historically established 
interpretations of the Koran is usually con-
nected with the perception that being a 
good Muslim means acting in the general 
ethical and fundamentally egalitarian spirit 
of the Koran, instead of following the rules 
of the Koran such as they are conveyed in 
Islamic jurisprudence. This perception was 
very clearly expressed by Rasheed, a young 
man of Pakistani origin, who regarded the 
strengthening of women’s rights and par-
ticipation in society as “acting in the spirit 
of the Prophet”: “One has to interpret the 
Koran in relation to one’s own time. We 
Muslims follow the doctrine that the life of 
the Prophet is the ideal life, and we should 
strive as far as possible to live like Him. 
This is the basic premise. So we have the 
question: how did He live? Well, He was 
a revolutionary person. He was a radical 
in relation to His time. And when it came 
to women, the situation was that He gave 
rights to women which at that time were 
totally unthinkable. It was totally unima-
ginably radical in relation to His time. And 
people said that it was like giving rights to 
camels. And then I think that if we are to be 
like Him, what does it mean? Does it mean 
that we should only follow the rights that 

He introduced then? Are we like Him in that 
case? Or are we like Him if we in relation 
to our own time are radical, and revolutio-
nary? I think that being like Him, is being 
radical and revolutionary in our own time, 
and give rights all the time – not only to 
women, but to weak groups in general. 
Then, one is like the Prophet. In the age 
of the Prophet it was radical that women 
were allowed to get an education and work 
outside the home and such things. What is 
radical in relation to our age is for example 
radical gender quotas for higher positions. 
That is radical. And then I think that in one 
way radical gender quotas can be in the 
spirit of the Prophet.” Similar to Muslim 
feminists, Rasheed underlined the radical 
and egalitarian message of Islam, and its 
positive potential as a continuous basis 
for change in hierarchical and oppressive 
circumstances. In his interpretation, fol-
lowing the exemplary model of Prophet 
Mohammed is to follow the “spirit” in this 
model, instead of directly applying the 
system of rights and responsibilities that 
Mohammed introduced in his time, and 
which later have been codified in Islamic 
jurisprudence. Islam is thus understood 
as a dynamic tradition with a “radical” 
and “revolutionizing” potential to improve 
the conditions for “weak groups”, also in 
modern society. In the opinions of Rasheed 
and other young Muslims on questions 
of equity, equality and rights, gender was 
mentioned in this way together with rela-
tions between young and old, rich and 
poor, black and white, and minorities and 
majorities. Like Islamic feminism, they did 
not only problematise the effects of gen-
dered oppression, but regarded what they 
perceived as the actual and egalitarian 
message of Islam as relevant for improving 
the position of weak groups in general.
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FOR MY THESIS in the sociology of reli-
gions, I have interviewed (ethnically) 
Swedish women who have converted into 
Islam. All the women are, or have been, 
practising religious Muslims. At the time of 
the interviews, my informants were 20–50 
years old; they were married, or had been 
married, to Muslim men, both secular and 
practising. Several of them had been divor-
ced once or more. Some of them had lived 
in a polygonal form of marriage. Their edu-
cational backgrounds vary: some have not 
finished their basic education, while others 
have studied at university level. Some have 
worked outside the home, while others are 
housewives. Most of them live in Sweden, 
but a few had also lived abroad and in 
those cases in their husbands' home coun-
tries. Some of the women had grown up 
in the countryside, others in bigger cities. 
When looking for a common ethnography, 
it has been difficult to find a set of shared 
traditional background variables for the 
converts. However, one common denomi-
nator is that most of them had not had any 
previous personal religious experiences, 

nor more qualified knowledge of religion 
in general, or of Islam and Christianity in 
particular.

New insights
I am interested in how religion takes its 
place in people’s everyday lives, in the lived 
experience and, above all, in how religious 
practice is embodied. But mine is also a 
study which, from a wider perspective, 
explores what we usually call the return of 
religion in post-modern society. This return 
means, for example, that religious groups 
claim a public space. From the perspective 
of the sociology of religions, conversion 
to Islam challenges theories of religion 
having a marginalized and private place in 
post-modern society. The empirical results 
presented in this article are mainly based 
on my thesis work, but is also supported 
by other conversion researchers within 
the social sciences (see e.g. McGurie 1981; 
Rambo 1993; Furseth & Repstad 2005; 
Nieuwkerk 2006; Allivei 2006 and Badran 
2006).

Criticism of the West
During my interviews, I fairly soon realised 
that narratives of the conversion process 
were closely intertwined with descriptions 
of Muslim family life. My questions about 

When converts talk about their Muslim engagement, they particularly 
underline that Islam stands for equality between people in general 
and between the sexes in particular. They emphasize the advantages 
of Muslim family life: that the genders are different but equally 
valued, and that the genders are equal but hierarchically ordered. At 
the same time, they assert that the wife, or in cases of polygamous 
marriages, the wives, must obey her/their husband.
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the religious aspects of their engagement, 
on what the conversion process and life 
as a female convert in a secularised envi-
ronment meant, could not be answered 
without the converts at the same time 
talking about their experiences of what it 
meant to live in a Muslim marriage.

Female emancipation
When converts state that Islam enables 
female emancipation, as long as the reli-
gion is interpreted in the right way, they 
very much contradict a general image of 
how both femininity and freedom should 
be perceived. When asked why they were 
attracted to Islam, converts often refer to 
values of freedom. They underline that 
Islam is the only egalitarian religion when it 
comes to ethnicity and gender. No political 
grouping, no other religion and absolutely 
not the Western women’s movement have 
understood what true female liberation 
means. But how do the converts perceive 
freedom for women in the religious world 
of ideas? And what is their attitude to the 
norm of wifely obedience? The converts’ 
understanding of freedom is closely rela-
ted to their views of gender and family 
life; freedom for women is gained within 
the framework of the patriarchal family 
pattern. Femininity and masculinity can 
hardly be imagined without being placed 
in a social family order where the genders 
are seen as different and hierarchically 
ordered, and where characteristics and 
tasks are classified on the basis of gen-
der. In addition, women lacking a social 
position within a family are regarded as 
an anomaly. However, to understand the 
converts' perception of freedom for women 
in a patriarchal family constellation, a few 
words must be said about their critical 
views of Western society. Western society 
is described as hostile to women and chil-
dren. In Western society women are forced 
to run between home, day-care, school 
and working life. Combining a functioning 
everyday life with two working careers is 
seen as impossible; it is simply unfeasible 
to achieve a happy marriage and healthy 
children if both parents are forced to work 
outside the home. Furthermore, Western 
women are considered to be fixated on 
their looks and their bodies are seen as 
sexualized. The negative effects of life in 
Western society are obvious: women are 
stressed, burnt-out and ill. They become 

shattered and must give up their children. 
Western men are perceived as being more 
interested in their own hobbies such as 
sports and alcohol than in thinking about 
the well-being of their families. The con-
verts say that in their contact with Islam, 
they find a language in which they can 
express their experiences as women. They 
also get a context where thoughts on and 
experiences of gender and family are not 
seen as something odd, but where their 
criticism is taken seriously and recognized. 
Among Muslims, a woman’s tasks in the 
home are valued as highly as a man’s 
occupation. They claim that through the 
religion they find themselves in a context 
that speaks of the rights of women. For the 
first time in their lives, they feel free. They 
say that they can be women on their own 
terms. They do not have to be as men in 
working life and they get a husband who is 
family-oriented. They do not have to stress. 
The converts say that they have won the 
lottery. In Muslim family life and in Muslim 
society women only have to do what 
women are assigned to do. They neither 
must, nor should, take over the tasks of 
men. The converts thus experience Muslim 
life as a zone of freedom. As women and 
Muslims they can influence their everyday 
life. However, it is an influence that is 
largely based on them being able to show 
that they are “good Muslim women”.

Equality, liberty and obedience
Contrary to values of equality and freedom, 
norms of wifely obedience are not mentio-
ned when converts motivate their religious 
engagement. On the whole, the converts 
regard Islam as a guarantee for women’s 
rights and liberty. The norm of obedience 
is rather a problematic issue for them. 
There is no uniform interpretation among 
the converts as to what attitude Muslim 
women should take on the question of 
obedience. It is obvious that the issue 
is a topical one, for the informants talk 
often and at length about what obedience 
means. In narratives on Muslim family life, 
questions of gender equality, women's 
freedom and wifely obedience take a lot 
of space. Despite many attempts, the con-
verts do not come to terms with the combi-
nation of the three dominating images of 
the doctrinal contents of the religion: Islam 
is a guarantee for the freedom of women 
and equality between the genders, but at 

the same time, wives must obey their hus-
bands. So what are the converts' attitudes 
to obedience? Some think that they simply 
must obey; a Muslim cannot and should 
not question the norms of God. Many refer 
to a longer perspective: they will get their 
reward in Heaven. The more perseverance 
in obedience they can show on this side of 
death, the better will be their position in 
Paradise. Others think that men only have 
the right to “the example of the word, not 
the hand”. This rule of conduct is based on 
the belief that it is the “nature” of men to 
be rational, while women are emotional. 
He should teach her to be reasonable; but 
the reverse situation does not exist.

If she does not change her mind, he 
has the right to makes decisions over her 
head, even if this goes against her will. The 
question as to whether men may use vio-
lence or not when correcting their wives, 
is, however, a much debated question 
within Muslim societies. Others think that 
women must use their cunning to achieve 
influence. Another strategy is to conduct a 
theological discussion with the husband. 
Or rather, use the Koran to show that 
equality and the principle of joint decisions 
are the gist of the “actual” divine message, 
not that of women’s obedience. Here, the 
convert can gain influence by joining forces 
with the Koran, since even if the wife can-
not make a decision over her husband’s 
head, the husband must bow to the Koran. 
A further strategy is to claim that the 
concept of freedom has another meaning 
in Islam than in the “West”, and that the 
issue is more of a problem for Western 
people than for practicing Muslims.

Views about how obedience should be 
interpreted do not seem to be uniform 
among converts. They have many stra-
tegies in their everyday experience with 
their husbands who want to decide things 
above their heads. Those who claim that 
the religion carries values of equality and 
freedom tend to defuse analyses of gender 
and power; this is obvious in the conver-
sion narratives. The way in which converts 
manage to combine liberty, equality and 
obedience in their everyday life is, in my 
opinion, from a wider perspective related 
to the question of gender and power. There 
is no doubt that converts perceive of Islam 
as a guarantee of true female emancipation 
and equality; but at the same time in their 
marriages they encounter problems with 
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how they can acquire influence over their 
lives, marriages and daily lives. Equality 
that is based on the genders as different 
but complementary, as equal but hierar-
chically ordered, seems to challenge the 
converts in a more fundamental way than 
their husbands do. Even if they think that 
Muslim marriage is liberation from the 
“battle of the genders”, the question of 
obedience and influence is a central issue 
among the converts. 

Narratives of the conversion 
process
Very generally speaking, narratives of the 
conversion process start with descriptions 
of how the converts met warm and consi-
derate Muslims. These are portrayed as 
totally different from the stereotypical pre-
judices that the converts think characterise 
Western culture. As the friendship and love 
relations develop, they describe how they 
change their own racist and xenophobic 
perception of “the other” as well as their 
view of Western society. The relations trig-
ger their curiosity about Islam, and they say 
they wish to deepen their knowledge of the 
religion. The narratives of the conversion 
also contain comparative elements. The 
converts told me that they compare the 
Muslim view on family, women and men as 
well as the position of religion in society, 
with Western culture. Since we here enco-
unter the perspectives and descriptions of 
those who already believe, it is perhaps 
not surprising that Islam is portrayed in 
more positive words than Western culture. 
The descriptions of the decision to convert 
are often dramatic. The converts explain 
how evil powers tried to drive them away 
from Islam, how old friends and relatives 
mocked them, how they were tried in their 
faith in all possible ways. These horrors 
are followed by descriptions of how God 
spoke to them; he appeared before them 
and made his will known to them. They 
talk about meetings with angels and how 
on a deeper level they realised that Islam 

is the absolute “Truth”. These experiences 
are portrayed as so strong and so decisive 
that there was no other alternative than 
to decide to become a Muslim. When the 
decision had been made, they describe how 
they changed many everyday practices: 
from eating habits, ways of dressing and 
make-up to the decoration of their homes, 
and what form contacts with non-Muslims 
should take. The main way of confessing 
one’s faith, showing that one has taken a 
stance is to publicly announce in some way 
that one has become a Muslim. In general, 
this is done by the convert starting to wear 
Muslim dress in public places. By taking 
the bus, shopping in a mall or picking 
up the children from day-care dressed in 
Muslim clothes a woman shows that she 
has chosen Islam.

Interestingly enough, this official rite 
has a marginal place in the narratives of 
conversion; it does not seem to function as 
a signifying marker for religious transition. 
In my opinion, narratives of dressing practi-
ces work well in a post-modern society, 
where identity is commonly perceived as 
being one with the body, or as something 
that can be worn on the body. Change in 
dressing practices functions well as a mar-
ker of a changed affiliation, or of a “new” 
identity. The religiosity that the Western 
converts seek and the rites that arise 
spontaneously seem to primarily focus on 
a religious expression that can legitimate 
everyday life in that they embody the reli-
gious engagement.

The function of the narrative
When converts talk about their conversion, 
these narratives have functions on several 
levels. On an individual level, the narrative 
should make comprehensible for the con-
vert herself what has happened and she 
should be able to create meaning in her 
personal history. The narrative should also 
function in relation to the new religious 
context: by means of her description, the 
convert should pass as a serious convert, 

her story must be “right”. In addition, the 
narrative should function in relation to the 
old context. The religious affiliation should 
be understandable in relation to parents, 
siblings, colleagues and friends. Last but 
not least, the narrative should also have 
a missionary function – it should attract 
more followers. 
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WHEN THE NEW Swedish translation of 
the Old Testament was published in 2000, 
many writers felt impelled to expose 
the violence of the biblical texts. In the 
Ordfront magazine, feminist and cultural 
journalist Eva Moberg described the God 

of the Jews as a “full-blooded Nazi” and 
called for censorship (Moberg 2000). 
Swedish tax-payers phoned in to the radio 
and demanded to have their money back, 
since the translation had been financed 
with state funds. The debate shows that 

the Bible affects people far beyond the 
confines of the churches and synagogues. 
It is not unusual that the depictions of male 
violence against women and children are 
perceived as being the most offensive ele-
ments in the text. But is censorship really a 
credible feminist strategy? What problems 
or advantages follow different interpretive 
models of this controversial element of 
Western cultural heritage?

Jephthah and his daughter
The story of Jephthah and his daughter, 
found in the eleventh chapter of the Book 
of Judges, is a particularly clear example 
of male dominance and female subordina-
tion. Long before the creation of the state, 
the tribes of Israel were at war with the 
Ammonites. Judge Jephthah is leader of the 
armed forces of the tribes. He swears an 
oath to God that he will offer as a sacrifice 
the first being that he meets on returning 
home if he wins the war. Israel defeats 
the enemy and when Jephthah returns 
home he is welcomed by his only daughter 
with drumming and dancing. Devastated, 
he falls to the ground and accuses her of 
bringing disaster on him. She urges him to 
fulfil his promise, but manages to obtain 
a respite of two months to lament her 
“virginity”, that is, that she will die without 
having borne children. After the respite, 
the daughter returns and the father sacrifi-
ces her as a burnt offering. 

The parallels of this story with Greek 
tragedies, for example, Agamemnon and 
Iphigenia, are obvious. This might also 
explain the great interest in the story wit-
hin the fine arts from the Renaissance to 
the first half of the 20th century (Sypherd 
1948). Not less that 100 Baroque orato-
rios were written on the theme, of which 
Handel’s and Carissimi’s are still perfor-
med. Romantic poets such and Byron and 
Tennyson have also produced interpreta-
tions of the myth, as have also artists such 
as Degas and Doré. The story has been pre-
sented in the forms of drama, ballet, sculp-

Male Violence as 
Religious Edification 
and High Culture

Violence by men against women is a social problem globally. For 
centuries, stories of such violence have been used in both religious 
and cultural contexts. The Judaic or Christian Bible contains countless 
narratives of child sacrifice, rape or incest, which in turn have inspired 
reinterpretations from artists, composers and writers. What stra-
tegies have the interpreters used and how can the history of these 
interpretations contribute to the understanding of gendered violence 
in our time?
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ture and tapestry. Why this huge interest in 
a father that kills his own daughter? How is 
it possible that a story of male violence can 
function both as religious edification and 
high culture entertainment through the 
centuries? In a comparative narratological 
study (Sjöberg 2006), I have compared the 
biblical story with later reinterpretations 
of that story. I have used material from 
three antique and contemporary genres: 
Jewish history writing, musical oratorios 
and modern prose. The identification of 
five different interpretive strategies forms 
the result of my study. Here, I will present 
these in brief and discuss them with regard 
to gender, power and change. In order to 
clarify the link between then and now, I 
will also give example of corresponding 
attitudes in our own times.

Condemnation
A condemnatory strategy of interpretation 
means that the reader directly dismisses 
something in the text. It is, above all, the 
early Jewish texts that condemn Jephthah 
(Pseudo-Philon and Josephus). However, 
some of these dismiss the oath and not the 
sacrifice itself. What would have happened 
if Jephthah had first met a dog? The mere 
thought of an impure sacrifice causes grea-
ter indignation than the actual death of the 
daughter. Although condemnation today 
might seem like the ethically most obvious 
alternative, it is not unproblematic. By 
a one-sided focus on Jephthah’s guilt, 
another (literary) male figure walks free: 
God. This simplifies the question of who 
drives the development of events forward. 
The representative of the ultimate power 
remains intact, while the human minion is 
made the scapegoat. In a religious context 
this type of interpretation is attractive, 
since the character of the divine actor is 
undisturbed, but from a feminist perspec-
tive it must be regarded as inadequate. 

Another problem pertaining to a narrow 
condemnation of Jephthah is that it runs 
the risk of confirming stereotypes of male 
perpetrator and female victim. The fact 
that the father kills his daughter must not 
be concealed. But the story depicts an 
active woman who engages in theological 
argument, negotiates a respite, wanders 
away, laments and returns. Although she 
does not possess the power to change 
her world, this does not mean that she 
lacks subjectivity. Paradoxically enough, 

her acts contribute to the performance of 
the sacrifice. 

In contemporary writing, the strategy 
of condemnation has also been applied 
to the daughter. One narrator (Watson 
1939) characterises her as childish and 
fanatical; it is her own fault that she does 
not manage to escape being sacrificed. 
Thus the asymmetry of power between 
the parties described in the biblical text is 
reinforced. The treatment of rape victims in 
Swedish courts of justice shows that this 
pattern of thought survives in our times. 

Identification
Identification means that the reader recog-
nizes herself or himself in some element 
of the text, that she or he, so to say, 
understands the text “from within”. In 
my material, this strategy is applied to 
Jephthah only in the most recent writing 
(Oz 1981). In a reflexive comment the narra-
tor invites the reader to take the side of the 
father and think: it could have been me. 
Through such a reading, the perpetrator is 
turned into victim while the actual victim is 
made invisible. This interpretive strategy is 
a  textbook example of androcentrism – the 
man functions as the norm even in his capa-
city of executioner. Purely hypothetically 
one can imagine that the strategy could be 
used to parody power, that one identifies 
with the enemy in order to dethrone him. 
So far, I have nevertheless not encountered 
such an interpretation. 

My material does not provide instances 
of identification with the daughter. This 
does however happen in feminist Bible 
commentaries (Trible 1984). The nameless 
women in the Bible are thus remembered 
and celebrated. The strategy enables opp-
ressed readers to realise that their own 
situation is not unique. Male violence has 
been a documented part of women’s rea-
lity for more than 2,500 years. This insight 
might, of course, lead both to resignation 
in the face of a seemingly unchangeable 
status quo as well as to inspiring strength 
to take on the struggle.

Glorification
Glorification means that the reader makes 
a positive value judgement of something in 
the text. When applying this to the daugh-
ter, it might for example be expressed in 
making the daughter into the heroine of 
the story, in her courage being praised by 

the narrator or other characters. This hap-
pens in only one the Jewish texts (Pseudo-
Philon) and in Handel’s Oratorio (Novello 
1851). I have occasionally found a similar 
stance in some biblical scholars (Gerstein 
1989). Today however, most feminist rese-
archers would probably agree with Cheryl 
Exum (1992) in that the celebration of a 
women’s subordination hardly constitutes 
a threat to, but rather a confirmation of the 
patriarchal order. 

The Christian interpretation history of 
this story provides numerous examples 
of the strategy of glorification (Thompson 
2001). The daughter has been described 
as a martyr and used to recruit nuns. 
Christians have also believed that she 
foreshadows Jesus of Nazareth. From the 
viewpoint of power, there is of course 
an immense difference between Christ 
Almighty and the powerless daughter of 
a local tribal leader. The significance of 
a vulnerable women’s sacrifice was also 
discussed in connection with Lars von 
Trier’s film Breaking the Waves (Lindell 
2004). In parallel with the Christian history 
of interpretations of Jephthah’s daughter, 
some critics saw a Christ-like figure in 
the mentally ill character Bess, who lets 
herself be sexually abused to death. To 
me, elevating self-effacing to something 
exemplary hardly seems like an ethically 
responsible interpretation, regardless of 
whether it is done by film critics or theolo-
gians. The problem is that the fate of Bess 
or Jephthah’s daughter is a reality for many 
women! 

Jephthah, too, is idealised in Christian 
tradition. The writer of the Epistle to the 
Hebrews (11:32) parallels Jephthah with 
King David as an exemplification of faith, 
and in the apocryphal Book of Sirach (46:11) 
the judges are collectively blessed. An exe-
getic standard work by a male researcher 
(Boling 1975), quotes Sirach’s praise of the 
judges without adding any comments. The 
thought therefore presents itself that he 
has uncritically adopted the positive view 
of Jephthah from the religious tradition. 
Thus the violent men in the Book of Judges 
are given academic legitimacy.

Alienation
The strategy of alienation implies that 
the reader indirectly distances himself or 
herself from something in the text; this is 
the opposite of identification. Alienation 
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does not involve, however, explicit con-
demnation, but – for example – negative 
characterisations of the actors in the story. 
This strategy is applied to the daughter 
in modern texts (Oz 1981), where she is 
described as an enigmatic, mysterious and 
above all sexual creature. In more or less 
subtle ways the daughter is turned into 
a stranger, someone whom the reader is 
not invited to sympathise with. An exten-
sion of this interpretive model offers the 
conclusion that the daughter dies because 
she is deviant. As in the strategy of con-
demnation, alienation means that focus is 
put on the woman instead of on the man. 
Implicitly, she only has herself to blame. 

Western art history abounds with sexuali-
zed images of biblical women who are more 
often than not perceived as archetypal or 
naturally given. The most common motif is 
perhaps Eve after the Fall. In the role of the 
Other she arouses desire, not sympathy, in 
the assumed male beholder. Interestingly 
enough, today’s advertisers turn this logic 
upside down by presenting the position of 
the fallen woman as attractive to woman 
herself (Edwards 2003). By, for example, 
wearing the correct perfume (Serpent, Le 
Jardin) the female consumer can stage 
herself as an exotic/erotic object. 

It is worth mentioning that I have not 
found any examples of the alienation stra-
tegy applied to Jephthah, neither in my 
thesis material nor in Nordic dramas from 
the early 20th century (Sjöberg 2003). So 
the androcentric principle also survives 
in cases where man is guilty of the most 
serious crimes, both according to antique 
Israeli jurisprudence and in contemporary 
Scandinavian legal practice.

Censure
The strategy of censure means that the 
reader denies or deletes central parts of 
the text. Of the five strategies, censorship 
is the most invasive. In my material, this 
occurs only in Handel’s Oratorio, where the 
end is rewritten. The sacrifice is interrup-
ted by an angel, who explains that it is all a 
misunderstanding on the part of Jephthah, 
since human sacrifice is against the will of 
God. Instead of being killed, the daughter is 
taken away to serve the divinity. Here, this 
strategy works as a double-edged sword. 
On the one hand, it can be perceived as 
a denial of the father’s responsibility and 
the daughter’s suffering. In reality, a Deus 

ex Machina seldom appears to save expo-
sed women and men! On the other hand 
it might be liberating to imagine a utopia 
where fathers do not have this power over 
their children. This is the case in the Jewish 
feminist Naomi Ragen’s (1989) depiction of 
the motif in modern times (Sjöberg forth-
coming). There, Jephthah’s daughter flees 
from her violent husband, but returns and 
is rehabilitated by the Jewish Orthodox 
leaders. 

In my opinion, the context is crucial for 
the attitude towards this strategy. I am 
glad that the story is not among the ser-
mon texts in the Gospel Book of the Church 
of Sweden. But demanding censorship on 
state level is something totally different. 
I see above all two arguments against 
censorship. Firstly, it involves incapaci-
tating the readers, suggesting that they 
would be unable to handle what they read. 
Secondly, it results in a denial of history, 
which as such constitutes an imitation of 
patriarchal exercise of power in the style 
of the medieval Inquisition. How can we 
understand the present without a know-
ledge of history?

Plural interpretations
As seen above, it is possible to find both 
advantages and disadvantages with most 
of the strategies. 

Identifying with Jephthah can hypothe-
tically be fruitful, while glorification of the 
daughter can support the prevailing order. 
Censure as an interpretive strategy can 
be both good and bad. My conclusion is 
to advocate for a diversity of approaches, 
with certain precautions. Yet all interpreta-
tions are not equally good. The alienation 
of the daughter is a strategy that denies 
any potential for change. 

In this context, I see pluralism as somet-
hing demanding and challenging. It means 
not to settle with the habitual, to be pre-
pared to dismantle simplified perceptions 
of us and them, to be able to accept 
the fact that one does not possess the 
whole truth oneself. Advocating pluralism 
might be seen as battering at an open 
door. As a political ideal it is not particu-
larly controversial, although opponents do 
exist. However, it is more difficult to form 
environments for creative and engaging 
discussions on ethically problematic texts. 

Stories of men’s violence against women 
are part of Western religious and cultural 

history. If more people who have grown 
up in a “Christian” culture realised this, 
they would perhaps to a lesser extent 
project religious barbarianism on Kurds 
and Muslims, and think more about how 
the Judeo-Christian tradition continues to 
influence, for example, secularised Nordic 
societies. Perhaps then the surprise over 
men’s violence would lessen and the ability 
to see the real conditions of vulnerable 
women would improve?
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THE NORDIC COUNTRIES have co-operated 
on peace-keeping activities since the 
1960s. The organisation Nordcaps (Nordic 
Coordinated Arrangement for Military 
Peace Support), founded in 1997, divides 
the training responsibility between the 
Nordic countries and maintains a register 
of the forces. At the moment, the most 
important task is to prepare a Nordic bat-
talion for crisis management, which can 
be used in UN or OSCE crisis management 
operations. The Nordic Battlegroup is a 
further step towards increased Nordic 
military co-operation within the framework 
of establishing EU rapid reaction forces. 
The NBG consists of military resources 
from Sweden, Norway, Finland and Estonia, 
and will be ready for the EU to use in 
international military operations from the 
beginning of 2008.  

International peace-building forces have 
gained an increasingly important role in 
global security politics. Parallel to this 

development, the gender issue has appea-
red on the international agenda, since 
international research has shown that the 
presence of women in conflict areas has 
contributed essentially to the creation of 
reliable and stable relations with the local 
population in the rebuilding and striving for 
a democratic country. As a consequence, 
the UN Security Council passed Resolution 
1325 on 31 October 2000.  

Resolution 1325 
The different roles of women and men in 
society before and during a crisis situation 
result in different areas of responsibility, 
vulnerabilities, acting spaces as well as 
different types of threats against their own 
security. This means that women and men 
will react differently in a crisis, regardless 
of what has caused it. Because of their 
different social positions and experiences, 

Female participants 
make international military 
operations more successful
From the beginning of next 
year, Nordic special forces 
can be sent to international 
crisis locations by the EU. 
The Nordic Battlegroup (NBG) 
consists of 2,800 soldiers who 
are to be ready to intervene in 
armed conflicts at short notice. 
Researchers at the Swedish 
National Defence College work 
on integrating a gender perspec-
tive in the NBG.
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men and women will also have different 
needs at times of crisis or conflict. In order 
to meet these needs, a gender perspective 
must be mainstreamed and analysed at all 
stages and levels, both in the planning and 
in the execution of an operation.   

Resolution 1325 pertains to the impact 
of war on women and girls, and to the role 
of women in the resolution of conflicts 
and in long-term peace-building. It states, 

for example, that the international com-
munity must recognize women as actors, 
but also take into account that women are 
particularly vulnerable in crises and con-
flicts, and the UN member states should 
co-operate to involve women in peace-
building and conflict-solving work. This 
includes increasing the number of women, 
particularly at decision-making levels, in all 
peace-keeping operations, and to support 
the peace initiatives of local women. The 
resolution also emphasizes the importance 
of incorporating a gender perspective in 
all peace-keeping operations. It further 
underlines the significance of all staff 
participating in peace-keeping operations 
receiving training in gender issues.  

At a macro level, the ultimate goal of 
Resolution 1325 is to considerably improve 
the life situation of the world’s women and 
girls (which is often adversely affected 
in connection with crises and conflicts) 
and to increase gender equality in the 
countries of the world. This is achieved 
by breaking or weakening the gendered 
order, for example by including women 
in important decision-making positions 
in society. At a micro level, this can be 
achieved by a number of activities that 
contribute to improving women’s and girls’ 
security, value and resources, not least by 
including and influencing men in the work 
for increased gender equality. This, in other 
words, means that a gender perspective 
must be mainstreamed in all the activities.   

Consequences of Resolution 1325 
Awareness of a gender perspective on 
crisis and conflict management means, 
for example, that the concept of secu-
rity is deepened. In order to secure the 
freedom of movement of the local people, 
the various conditions of the whole popu-
lation must be taken into account. From 
a military perspective this means, among 
other things, taking measures to increase 
knowledge about women in the local popu-

lation through better information retrieval. 
In this, the possibility of reaching the 
women usually does require the presence 
of female staff in the operation as well as 
active co-operation with the local women’s 
organisations. The peace-keeping troops 
are in close contact with the local popu-
lation, and having women in the military 
troops facilitates encounters between both 
groups. Experiences from NORBATT, the 
Norwegian battalion in Lebanon, showed, 
for example, that the women participating 
in the military forces developed very good 
relations with local women. They thus gai-
ned access to valuable information, both 
from a security aspect and in order to be 
able to fulfil the commission.   

Correspondingly, search operations can 
sometimes not be carried out without 
female staff. From a gender perspective the 
security concept also means that patrol-
ling should be conducted in a way that 
strengthens the protection of women. 
There should also be a gender dimension 
in the analysis of the conflict, where lack of 
gender equality is seen as a circumstance 
complicating the resolution of the conflict. 
Research shows, for instance, that states 
with a low degree of gender equality are 
almost two times more inclined to resort 
to violence in international disputes than 
states with a higher degree of gender 
equality.  

Usually, however, a comprehensive gen-
der perspective is lacking in peace-keeping 
operations. The result is that the resour-
ces from these operations do not include 
women and girls to any larger extent. 
The absence of relevant gender analyses 
thus means that support efforts do not 
have such positive effects for women as 
for men. Furthermore, there is a risk that 
discrimination and oppression of women is 
built into the new social structure if women 
and gender analyses are missing in the 
rebuilding process. This tends to increase 
the risk of new conflicts. Gender specific 
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early warning signals should therefore 
be included in evaluations and analyses 
aiming at conflict prevention; research has 
identified a number of such gendered sig-
nals that seem to be connected to conflict 
generation. 

The EU supports Resolution 1325 and has 
developed an action plan for implementing 
the resolution in EU international crisis 
management. The Swedish Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs also works on developing 
a national action plan for the implemen-
tation of the resolution.   For the Nordic 
Battlegroup this means that Resolution 
1325 is a governing document for the acti-
vities that the Battlegroup will carry out as 
part of the EU rapid reaction forces. This, in 
turn, means that the NBG must recruit and 
train staff in accordance with Resolution 
1325 as follows:

• increased recruitment of female staff, 
particularly in leading posts;

• training in international crisis manage-
ment from a gender perspective; 

• a code of conduct based on Resolution 
1325.  

Aim of the present project 
In international contexts, the Nordic coun-
tries are regarded as pioneers in gender 
equality issues because of their high level 
of gender equality, as measured with the 
UN Gender Development Index (GDI). It 
is therefore particularly important to take 
into account and mainstream a gender 
perspective at an early stage of the estab-
lishment of the NBG.  

A governing factor for the NBG’s ability 
to work from a gender perspective and take 
Resolution 1325 into account is the level 
of gender equality in each country. The 
variations in the development of gender 
equality between the countries in the NBG 
might also influence the interoperability of 
the Battlegroup.  

The aim of the project is therefore 
partly to collect information on gender 
equality and work with gender issues and 
Resolution 1325 within the defence forces 
included in the NBG, and partly to make 
visible possible gender-related obstacles 
for optimal co-operation. The project will 
also suggest joint principles for the NGB 
pertaining to training in gender issues and 
a code of conduct for the NGB.  

As a first step, a mapping of a num-
ber of gender equality issues has been 
conducted within the defence forces of 

Sweden, Norway, Finland and Estonia. The 
information material was collected from 
the gender equality authorities, officers, 
the Ministry of Defence and individual 
researchers in each of the countries.

Gender equality in Nordic 
defence forces
In October 2002, the Swedish National 
Defence College organised the first Nordic 
conference on the integration of women 
in the Nordic defence forces. The con-
ference showed that all countries want 
more women to join the defence forces 
and that the deficit of women is a common 
problem. Of the partner countries in the 
Nordic Battlegroup, Estonia has the largest 
number of female officers, about 7.6 per 
cent, followed by Norway with about 7.4 
per cent of their officers being female. Of 
the Swedish officers, about 4 per cent are 
women and Finland has about 0.5 per cent 
female officers.   

It emerged, however, that the countries 
differ in a number of respects pertaining to 
gender equality issues, not least when it 
comes to the basic understanding of gen-
der relations. In Norway, women are regar-
ded as a minority to be treated positively 
in the same way as people of a different 
ethnic background, age, sexual orienta-
tion, and so on. In the Swedish Defence 
Forces, on the other hand, the general 
gender equality policy has taken the form 
of a so-called gender neutral perspective, 
where similarity rather than difference 
between the sexes is emphasized. Finland 
and Estonia fall between these two appro-
aches. These differences are manifested in, 
for instance, the requirements on military 
staff. In Sweden, there are no differentia-
ting physical requirements depending on 
gender, while these exist to various extents 
in the other Nordic countries.  

Studies conducted within the Swedish 
Defence Forces have also shown that the 
attitude of male officers towards women 
in military posts is generally positive, but 
turns more negative with more specific 
questions pertaining to areas such as 
leadership and suitability for fighting posi-
tions. A study within the Norwegian Air 
Force has also shown that men have less 
confidence in the ability of their female 
colleagues than the women themselves. 

The experiences from international mis-
sions vary, too. About 5 per cent of the 
Norwegian female officers have participa-

ted in international operations, of these 
only two at commanding level. A survey 
conducted within the Norwegian Defence 
Forces show however, that 62 per cent of 
the women in the military are interested 
in participating in international missions. 
In Sweden, about 4 per cent of the female 
officers have participated in international 
missions. However, the female contingent 
usually consists of regular officers and 
administrative, medical and staff posts. 
The highest ranks that women have held in 
the Swedish international forces are those 
of major, staff doctor and observer.   

A study of Swedish female officers show 
that a majority of the respondents are posi-
tive to participating in international mis-
sions, but under certain conditions, such 
as several trips home, better contracts and 
support for partner at home. The length of 
duty and the occurrence of sexual haras-
sment are also factors influencing women’s 
decisions to apply for international duty. 
At the moment, there is no corresponding 
information from Finland and Estonia.  

The Finnish Defence Forces have, com-
paratively speaking, worked very little with 
gender equality issues and so far have 
no gender equality plan, although one 
is being developed at the moment. The 
Norwegian Defence Forces, for their part, 
have put comparatively much effort on 
gender issues and have established a gen-
der equality plan. The Swedish Defence 
Forces have developed the most extensive 
knowledge of issues pertaining to gender 
equality through research and education, 
and they have the most proactive gender 
equality plan. According to information 
from the Estonian Ministry of Defence, no 
gender equality plan has so far been 
developed in Estonia.   

Very little training is given in Norway 
pertaining to gender issues and Resolution 
1325. In Finland there is some training con-
cerning their code of conduct and certain 
information on the situation of women in 
the host nation. No training in these issues 
is given in Estonia. Sweden provides some 
training concerning trafficking and the 
occurrence of sexual harassment within 
the unit, but training on gender issues and 
Resolution 1325 is very limited.  

Finland has a relatively detailed code 
of conduct, Norway a more general one, 
while the Swedish Defence Forces do not 
have any common code of conduct at all for 
the international forces; instead, it is up to 
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each mission to make their own code. At the 
moment, there is no information available 
on the situation in Estonia. Buying sex is 
permitted in Norway, Finland and Estonia, 
but not in Sweden. Both Norway and 
Finland have, however, zero tolerance for 
buying sexual services and sexual relations 
among the staff during international duty. 
According to a Finnish study conducted in 
the Finnish Camp Ville in Kosovo in 1997, 
there was some criticism among the staff 
of the Finnish code of conduct forbidding 
sexual relations between members of staff 
(breach of this ban led to immediate sen-
ding home), particularly among Swedes, 
who regarded this as ‘ridiculous’. In the 
Swedish camps a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ 
policy was practiced. However, it emerged 
among the female respondents that this 
strict Finnish policy was generally desira-
ble, not least since it provided protection 
against sexual harassment, which is not a 
totally unusual phenomenon during inter-
national missions.  

At a minimal level, the Nordic Battlegroup 
should follow the EU Generic Standards of 
Behaviour for ESDP operations. However, a 
specifically applied code of conduct for the 
Nordic Battlegroup based on the points in 
Resolution 1325 would be preferable, since 
the EU Generic Standards of Behaviour are 
quite general.

Suggested measures
To summarize, the above survey points to a 
number of important gender specific areas 
which must be taken into account in the activi-
ties of the Nordic Battlegroup. 

These concern 
• the integration of Resolution 1325 and a 

gender perspective in the NBG, since this is a 
governing document for the EU rapid reaction 
forces;

• increased recruitment of women to the 
NBG, both as civilians and soldiers;

• an increased number of women in decisi-
on-making posts;

• studies on the requirements for recruiting 
women to the NBG;

• studies on trust from a gender perspec-
tive, that is, if there are gendered or national 
differences in the level of trust within the staff 
of the NBG;

• survey of measures and punishments for 
breaches of the code of conduct and for buying 
sexual services during missions;

• the role of Britain as responsible for the 
Operational Head Quarters should be studied 
from a gender perspective using the same cri-
teria as for the Nordic countries and Estonia.;

• developing a joint training programme 
on a gender perspective in international crisis 
management;

• developing a common code of conduct for 
the NBG.
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research and equality politics and co-operates 
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Trine Lynggard, Information Advisor and editor of NIKK magazine, 
left NIKK on 15 August after working for eight years for the Institute. 
This is the maximum length of time you can work within the Nordic 
Council of Ministers. 

When Trine Lynggard was employed as Senior Information Advisor 
at NIKK in 1999, she initiated the establishment of NIKK magasin 
as a thematic, popular science publication for spreading gender 
research from the Nordic countries. Her idea was that researchers 
themselves would write the articles, but get advice from a theme 
editor and NIKK’s own editor. Since the publication is theme-bas-
ed, each issue presents gender research from various fields. The 
magazine also gives insight into the gender research conducted 
in the Nordic countries within the various thematic areas. One 
important purpose of the magazine is to convey research-based 
knowledge for political campaigns and other topical debates in 
society. 

NIKK wishes to warmly thank Trine Lynggard for her work to 
develop NIKK magasin into the flagship of NIKK. Today, NIKK 
magasin is perhaps better known than NIKK itself! As editor of 
NIKK magasin, Trine Lynggard combined in an excellent way a 
versatile knowledge of gender research and equality issues with 
journalistic professionalism.

You as readers have been able to enjoy the result for eight years.

Solveig Bergman
Director of NIKK

Thank you to the editor


