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Chapter  6

+e emergence of 
women’s history

Daniel Nyström

Women’s history was one of several new branches of knowledge in 
post-war Swedish academia. +e university world was changed beyond 
recognition by the rise of new disciplines, widening access to education, 
and increased funding for research.1 While the changes mounted up in 
the decades a-er the Second World War, they had already long kept pace 
with the societal transformation of industrial Sweden.

History as an academic discipline evolved in several directions. 
In the early twentieth century, it had been professionalized by the 
requirements of the new, far stricter methodologies.2 Mid century, the 
discipline fractionalized as, for example, economic history established 
itself as an independent discipline a-er a protracted struggle to break 
free in 1930–1960.3

New scholarly orientations emerged. Over the course of the twentieth 
century, it became common to study modern history, meaning the period 
starting in the nineteenth century. +e quantity of sources was on a 
di4erent scale, the sheer amount of documents, notes, prints, and the 
like being so extensive. What was studied took on a new complexion, 
as industrial society grew with the advent of social movements and 
the retreat of Sweden’s traditional four-estate hierarchy. At the most 
general level, this brought a greater focus on the social and economic 
facets of history.4

Women’s history was one of the new socioeconomic aspects of the 
discipline. As a choice of subject it was long overdue—historical research 
had until then paid very little attention to women’s lives—and was in part 
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driven by feminist objectives. Female academics saw the connections 
between the marginalization of women at universities and the lack of 
women’s representation in the historiography.5

How was the emergence of women’s history received at Swedish 
universities? +e purpose of this essay is to discuss women’s history in 
its early stages, the directions it took, and the balance struck between 
scholarly norms and feminist ambitions. In addressing the tensions that 
plainly exist in the historiography of women’s history research, I will 
alternate between the intradisciplinary discourse and external responses.

Background
It is not straightforward to pin down a start date for women’s history in 
Sweden. At the end of the nineteenth century, the country’s Arst PhD in 
history, Ellen Fries, wrote a two-volume work on prominent women in 
history.6 In the 1930s Lydia Wahlström, a feminist activist with a PhD 
in history, wrote about her own movement.7 And starting in the 1960s, 
there was a signiAcant number of women’s history theses, the Arst three 
of which were Gunnar Qvist’s Kvinnofrågan i Sverige 1809–1846 (1960, 
‘Women’s rights in Sweden, 1809–1846’); Karin Westman Berg’s Studier i 
C. J. L. Almqvists kvinnouppfattning (1962, ‘Studies in C. J. L. Almqvist’s 
views on women’); and Eva Åsbrink’s Studier i den svenska kyrkans 
syn på kvinnans ställning i samhället (1962, ‘Studies in the Church of 
Sweden’s view on women’s position in society’).8

+e rise of women’s history was linked to women’s emancipation and 
the reforms of 1873—access to higher education—and 1918 and 1925—the 
right to hold public oKce. +e marginalization and vulnerability of 
early female academics led them to organize in various ways, such as 
the Uppsala kvinnliga studentförening (Uppsala Women’s Student 
Association) founded in 1892 and the national Akademiskt bildade 
kvinnors förening (Association of Women University Graduates) founded 
in 1904.9 Later in the twentieth century, the founding in 1958 of the 
Kvinnohistoriskt arkiv och bibliotek (Women’s History Archive and 
Library) in Gothenburg was a signiAcant step, because of its mission to 
collect primary sources relevant to women’s history, to support female 
researchers and women’s research, and issue its own learned publications. 
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A chair of women’s history was founded in 1984, again in Gothenburg, 
which was Arst held by Gunhild Kyle. In the late 1970s, a number of 
Forum för kvinnliga forskare och kvinnoforskning (Forums for Women 
Researchers and Women’s Research) were founded across Sweden, which 
brought together women researchers and channelled support.10

As the historian Christina Florin has pointed out, women’s entry 
into the country’s universities can be described as a success story, but 
also as a fraught encounter with a deeply traditional, hierarchical, male 
environment.11 Admittedly, women’s presence was normalized relatively 
quickly, and today they constitute a clear majority of undergraduates, 
yet this success came at a high price for a large number of individual 
women, and the proportion of female professors remains low. +e further 
up the hierarchy the women reach, the Aercer the resistance.

+e documentary Pionjärer inom svensk kvinnoforskning (1987, 
‘Pioneers in Swedish women’s research’) introduced two of the founders 
of the Women’s History Archive, Asta Ekenvall and Rosa Malmström, 
and the author of one of the earliest theses in Swedish about women’s 
history, Karin Westman Berg.12 +ey spoke of their undergraduate days 
and how they became involved in women’s research. +ey mentioned 
the author Elin Wägner as a crucial source of inspiration, especially the 
passage from her Väckarklocka (1941, Alarm Clock) in which she wrote 
that ‘Men’s and women’s history is as intertwined as a fabric’s warp 
and we-. But they have succeeded in making a story out of the we- 
alone.’13 Prompted by the lack of women in academia and the absence of 
women’s perspectives from the historiography, their solution was to do 
the work themselves. As Westman Berg says in the documentary, ‘I was 
so enraged that I thought I really will have to do something about it.’14

In light of the exposed position female academics found themselves 
in, the question of how their choice to study women or apply a women’s 
perspective was initially received is a pertinent one. Universities are 
not only workplaces where people compete for advancement, they are 
also the sites of turf wars over what is accounted academic knowledge. 
Michel Foucault deAnes the emergence of new scholarly orientations as 
‘the entry of forces; it is their eruption, the leap from the wings to center 
stage, each in its youthful strength.’15 With this in mind, I will focus on 
the academic environment of the 1960s and Qvist’s, Westman Berg’s, 
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and Åsbrink’s theses. What happened when women’s history made its 
‘leap from the wings to center stage’?16

+e Arst three theses
Two of the three theses, all of which were published in book form as 
is the norm in Sweden, were well reviewed in both the daily press and 
academic journals. Qvist’s Kvinnofrågan of 1960 was described by the 
external examiner and newspaper reviewers as an exemplary piece of 
research, while Westman Berg’s Almqvists kvinnouppfattning of 1962 
was hailed by critics as a fresh and convincing picture of the famous 
Swedish author.17 Åsbrink’s Kyrkans syn of 1962, though, was judged 
to be more problematic. +e thesis viva alone took seven hours. +e 
external examiner felt her topic, while important and interesting, was 
not well served by a doctoral candidate overly keen to At the contem-
porary ecclesiastical view of women into a predetermined interpretive 
framework.18 He called her selection of primary sources tendentious and 
her account of the past anachronistic. +e most swingeing criticism, 
however, was reserved not for its content, but for the fact that the thesis 
was perceived as a partisan feminist tract. One reviewer described 
Åsbrink as an example of ‘pathos, impudence, and a lack of scholarly 
rigour in an unhappy combination’ and said the study ‘aims to show 
how disadvantaged and neglected womankind has been’.19

+e thesis was passed in the end, despite, as Åsbrink told Swedish 
Radio, opposition from theologians at the universities of Uppsala and 
Lund.20 By her account, she had Anished writing her thesis several years 
earlier, but she had not received the necessary approval from the chair 
of the department to submit it for examination. She said that various 
members of the theology departments, including the external examiner, 
believed the topic was not worthwhile and dismissed her study as based 
on a truism.

Åsbrink’s testimony about her treatment in academia and her 
unusually long thesis defence led some commentators to sympathize, 
regardless of the thesis’s qualities. One of them said the accusations of 
anachronism were astonishing given that the situation of women was 
recognized as one of the central social issues even in the past.21 He went 
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on to say that the thesis was neither better nor worse than the average. 
Åsbrink’s fellow women’s historian Qvist said that viewed another way, 
the weaker points in the thesis could be put down to ‘the nerve-wracking 
conditions’ she had had to work under.22 +e well-known philosopher 
and critic of religion Ingemar Hedenius argued that the opposition to 
Åsbrink followed on from the debate about female priests, which had 
been decided in the 1950s.23

Qvist’s and Westman Berg’s theses may have met with a more positive 
response, but they too faced comments about the connection between 
their topics and feminism. It was just as well Qvist was a man, said 
the historian Erik Lönnroth, because his study could not be so readily 
dismissed as ‘special pleading’; while the external examiner, in one 
of his few objections, said Qvist had painted too bleak a picture of 
male-dominated society.24 In reviewing Westman Berg, one critic noted 
that her thesis reSected ‘the time in which it was written’, and it was no 
coincidence it examined ‘issues that in recent decades have been central 
to the modern women’s movement.’25

+e view of knowledge conveyed in these early studies was broadly 
speaking cumulative. All three theses addressed the same historical 
situation—the ‘social question’ of the nineteenth century—and they 
even referred to one another. Qvist, though the Arst to Anish his thesis, 
could nevertheless cite Westman Berg and Åsbrink, who had published 
licentiate theses in the 1950s.26 +eir cross-references were approving: 
each noted politely that they had relied on the others’ studies and 
enlarged on their work.27

It is safe to say women’s history attracted considerable attention in 
its initial stages. A well-known author’s and the Church of Sweden’s 
views on women and women’s emancipation were all topics linked to 
women’s aspirations in the present. As the reactions to Åsbrink’s study 
showed, the very choice of subject could be considered challenging and 
controversial. +e claim that it was just as well that Qvist was a man 
suggests that the gender of the researcher mattered. +e same was true 
of the accusations of anachronism levelled at Åsbrink. 



gender, materiality, and politics

126

Problematizing the situation of women
+is cumulative view of knowledge su4ered a blow only a few years 
later when Qvist presented the results of his new research project on 
Fredrika Bremer (Bremer being one of the pioneers of the Swedish 
women’s movement, acclaimed by her contemporaries and idolized a-er 
her death).28 Qvist had set out to investigate whether Bremer’s thinking 
was original for its day, and whether her classic novel Hertha had had 
any e4ect on the outcome of the 1858 debate about allowing women 
freedom from their male guardians. To both of these questions Qvist’s 
answer was no. Bremer e4ectively mirrored her time, but when it came 
to emancipation she dragged behind rather than being in the vanguard.

He met with a storm of criticism. In Hertha, the newsletter of Fredrika 
Bremer-förbundet (the Fredrika Bremer Association), Westman Berg 
wrote that it was impossible to study Action using measurable factors, 
and in this case greater consideration should have been given to more 
subtle inSuences.29 She said Qvist’s study, though useful, su4ered from 
his misjudgement in not taking ‘the situation of women’ into account, 
meaning he had overlooked the subordinate position from which Bremer 
as a woman had had to operate, though so successfully that she had 
been a signiAcant voice in her day. Westman Berg continued that ‘If 
one ignores that it savours of misogyny, one can read Qvist’s new work 
with great interest.’30 Qvist was baUed by Westman Berg’s and the other 
reviewers’ criticisms. He countered there were no value judgements 
about his conclusions, because that would run counter to his demands 
for objectivity. To his mind, he had only answered the research questions 
he had set himself. ‘What is so misogynistic about that?’ was his feeling.31

Westman Berg had said Qvist failed to take into account the situation 
of women—an interesting formulation, because it would crop up in later 
discussions about women’s research. +e prime example in the Swedish 
context was the appointment of the second person to hold the chair 
of women’s history at the University of Gothenburg in 1987.32 +e two 
applicants for the position were Christer Winberg and Yvonne Hirdman, 
both of whom were historians: Winberg had written a demographic thesis 
on nineteenth-century population growth and proletarianization and 
had gone on to research topics at the intersection of family history and 
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labour history; Hirdman’s thesis was about the Swedish Communist 
Party, and she had gone on to publish a history of the labour move-
ment. +ings became complicated because Winberg was considered 
the better-qualiAed researcher while Hirdman was acknowledged to 
have the women’s history credentials. A-er two of three of the hiring 
board’s experts had put Winberg Arst, the university decided the position 
should go to Winberg. +at was not the end, though. Hirdman appealed 
to the Minister of Education, and a-er female academics and feminist 
organizations came together in protest, the government felt obliged to 
intervene to reverse the university’s decision. Hirdman was named the 
new professor of women’s history.

+e outgoing professor, Gunhild Kyle, who as one of the hiring 
board’s experts had placed Hirdman Arst, stated that a ‘problematization 
of the situation of women’ was required for research to be counted 
as women’s history. In practice, this meant Winberg’s demographic 
family studies ruled him out. As the historian Gro Hagemann pointed 
out, the term ‘problematization of the situation of women’ Sagged up a 
more theoretically alert historical research that embraced both gender 
structures and power relations.33 By referring to the situation of women, 
it underscored that a study was not automatically woman’s history simply 
because it concerned women, family, marriage, or childbirth.

+e new chair was appointed in the late 1980s. It is, however, inter-
esting to note that even in the 1960s Qvist was attracting criticism for 
not taking suKcient account of the situation of women in his research. 
+is is not to judge whether his research should be considered women’s 
history or not, but rather an observation that the discussions about power 
perspectives began early. +is is historiographically relevant because it 
nuances the picture of the early stages of this research.

Historiographical critique
When writing history, it is common to use periodizations. +is is nothing 
new, of course: we all grew up hearing about antiquity, the Middle Ages, 
the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the modern period. We may 
even have learnt to view such divisions with a critical eye. Surely the 
Middle Ages is a disparaging term? Did women experience a renaissance? 
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Was the eighteenth century a period of Enlightenment for the slaves on 
the cotton plantations?

+e leading periodization of women’s history can be traced to the 
historian Joan W. Scott’s article ‘Women in History: +e Modern Period’ 
(1983), in which she divides women’s historiography into three stages: 
herstory (the rediscovery of prominent women in history), additive 
history (social history with a focus on women), and gender history (a 
focus on gender relations and di4erence-making). +e drawback of 
Scott’s model is that it is too didactic for its own good. Despite her e4orts 
to show that the various stages were not homogeneous and historical 
developments were not linear, this is exactly how her thematization has 
come to be understood and used.

In Sweden, Hirdman launched a Scott-inSuenced historiographical 
model based on the formula ‘And, how, why’.34 ‘And’ history was a variant 
of herstory, the phase in which women were added to an otherwise 
male-dominated historiography. According to Hirdman, the issue 
with this type of women’s history was that women, with a few notable 
exceptions, were universally marginalized in society; it was simply 
too diKcult to And female counterparts to the usual great men. ‘How’ 
history was used to reach beyond the eras and events of male-dominated 
historiography in order to tell other stories centred on women’s lives 
and work. It was an important empirical step, as there was a great deal 
of evidence available with which to describe women’s lives. However, 
as a study of power relations it had its limitations, as all it did was make 
oppression visible—without explaining it. +is led to the development of 
‘why’ history, a strand of women’s history occupied with the questions of 
why women were subordinate to men in the past, how their subordination 
changed over time, and why it took the form it did in any given period. 
It became a matter of studying power relations in the past. 

+e application of Scott’s three-stage model can be better gauged 
using Clare Hemmings’ historiographical studies. Hemmings is critical 
of this type of developmental narrative. She studies the history of feminist 
theory and notices a tendency to construct a decade-speciAc narrative 
when telling the story of its development. As she says,
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Western feminist theory tells its own story as a developmental narrative, 
where we move from a preoccupation with unity and sameness, through 
identity and diversity, and on to di4erence and fragmentation. +ese 
shi-s are broadly conceived of as corresponding to the decades of the 
1970s, 1980s and 1990s respectively, and to a move from liberal, socialist 
and radical feminist thought to postmodern gender theory.35

Hemmings demonstrates that the periodization of feminist theory has 
taken on a life of its own. It is repeated in articles, reference works, and 
lectures with few, if any, references or empirical evidence.

+e type of periodization that Hemmings is uncomfortable with 
is called ‘descriptions of a time period’ by the historian Ludmilla 
Jordanova.36 When we talk about periods or years (think 1789, 1968, or 
1989) it may seem to us that we are describing the past in a neutral fashion; 
Jordanova counters that we instead tend to attribute our periodizations 
with signiAcance. In that sense, references to, say, 1989 not only invoke 
the events of that year, but also their a-ermath and symbolic signiAcance; 
the year is not reducible to what happened in 1989, but rather is part of 
a broader narrative. 

To Hemmings’ mind, something similar happened to the periodi-
zation of feminist theory. By privileging a model divided into decades, 
we conjure up speciAc associations when we hear someone refer to 
women’s research in the 1970s, which, she suggests, can be summarized 
as follows: if you think of its development as progress, your mind goes 
to ‘the naïve, essentialist seventies’; if you think of its development as 
regression, it is instead ‘the politicized, uniAed early second wave’.37 

+e question is whether the same thing has happened in the applica-
tion of Scott’s three-stage model. In Hirdman’s version, surprisingly few 
examples are given of research at each of the three stages; it operates on 
a conceptual level. Moreover, it is a conceptualization which implicitly 
rates newer research more highly than earlier research. It is open to 
question, naturally, but I would say it matters that this type of model 
mixes empirical observations with strategic positionings.
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Feminist ambitions
+e ‘problematization of the situation of women’ was expected of women’s 
history from the very Arst. As the reviews of the early theses showed, this 
problematization was set against the claims of scientiAcity. Qvist and 
Westman Berg were judged to have managed the balancing act where 
Åsbrink failed. +e subtext was that using a feminist perspective to go 
up against the scholarly norms of the day came with certain risks. It 
certainly made it easier for the research to be dismissed for gender bias.

For the individual researcher, as in Åsbrink’s case, hostile reviews 
could make it diKcult to have an academic career. For female academics 
who rallied round, the accusation of gender bias was laughable. Surely, 
they asked, it was the other way round. Women had been excluded 
from universities for hundreds of years, leaving men to develop the 
academic method and decide what would be considered scholarship, 
and what might be important to study. Since women were neither the 
researchers nor the subjects of research at the universities, was it not 
the men’s research that was partisan?

In the volume Gråt inte—forska! (1978, ‘Don’t cry—research!) Westman 
Berg and the literary scholar Åsa Stenwall formulated the matter in their 
own distinctive way,

Men have… succeeded in making themselves representatives of human-
kind. In their scholarly world, the other half of humanity, women, have 
been forgotten, largely deliberately. If ever they featured as research 
subjects, it was as something less signiAcant or as an exception to ‘the 
normal’. +ey have been described and valued using stereotypical female 
clichés. … Researchers have worked on the premise that it is suKcient 
to study the males of Homo sapiens, since man is the same as human 
and thus represents both genders. +is androcentric view has le- us 
with a very skewed, diminished picture of humanity and the world, 
where a myriad of important lives have not been seen.38

Gråt inte—forska! is a classic of Swedish women’s research. Its authors 
mull over what women’s research is and should be. +e title is a paraphrase 
of the Swedish-born trade union activist Joe Hill’s exhortation, ‘Don’t 
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mourn—organize!’ When Gråt inte—forska! was published, women’s 
research was on the brink of a more systematic institutionalization: the 
founding of the Forum for Women Researchers in Lund in 1978; the 
academic journal of women’s studies and later gender studies, Kvin-
novetenskaplig Tidskri(, now Genusvetenskaplig Tidskri(, in 1980; the 
chair in women’s history in 1984. Hill had been encouraging a comrade 
not to mourn his death, but to continue the class struggle; in Westman 
Berg and Stenwall’s case, I take their paraphrase to mean that rather than 
despairing, female researchers should continue to work for their rightful 
place in society, despite women’s precarious situation past and present. 

Westman Berg and Stenwall’s opinions were coloured by the time 
when they were writing. Although the position of women at Sweden’s 
universities was better in the 1970s than it had ever been, it was still 
uncertain, and women’s research was far from established. Hemmings’ 
historiographical critique, like the tendency to portray older research 
as less advanced, leads me to wonder whether what has changed is the 
contemporary context rather than the research objective (to problematize 
the situation of women). As Sweden has become a more equal country, 
researchers engaged in women’s research have had to change how they 
describe the situation: it is no longer thought appropriate or correct to 
pit women against men in the way Westman Berg does. Yet a change in 
direction does not necessarily entail a change in objective.

In the early 2000s, another paraphrase, this time ‘Gråt gärna—men 
forska’ (‘Feel free to cry—but do research’) was coined in conference 
proceedings which included four essays on the status and state of 
women’s and gender research.39 +e contrast to Westman Berg’s account 
is dramatic, to say the least. Now the Nordic countries are described 
as spearheading gender equality, and women’s research as successfully 
inSuencing politics. As one of the contributors sums it up, ‘In the Nordic 
countries, we have widespread support for women/gender research and 
relations with representatives of “state feminism” are good’.40 Another 
stated that the bottom-up perspective of early women’s research, like its 
focus on patriarchy, is no longer a priority, as research now concentrates 
on ‘kjønn-som-relasjon’ (‘gender as a relationship’).41 +ey And it diKcult 
to pin down what is le- to study, or what ought to be studied. One 
contributor stresses how important it is to think of women in the plural, 
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another that the situation in the Nordic countries must be compared 
with the rest of the world, and a third that the necessary combination 
of movement, research, and politics is a strength—but a critical distance 
must be maintained.

In the twenty-Arst century, this analysis of the situation has in turn 
been subject to criticism. Satisfaction with the ground won for gender 
equality and women’s and gender research has been seen as a mark of 
the researchers’ privileged position. +e gender scholar Mia Liinason 
has called the academic feminists ‘self-righteous’ and the economic 
historian Paulina de los Reyes and sociologist Diana Mulinari have 
dismissed their attitude as ‘hegemonic feminism’.42 +e criticism can 
be summarized as follows: it is inappropriate for women and gender 
researchers to rest on their laurels when there is still so much injustice 
to investigate, theorize, and combat, from neoliberal political reform, 
the problems of integration and segregation, to the handling of Sweden’s 
colonial and racist past.

What conclusions can be drawn from this? Certainly, each new 
generation of researchers positions themselves against their predecessors, 
and in women’s research whether their forerunners’ analysis of power 
has proved fruitful or not. I would suggest that such critiques of older 
research tend to be misleading. +e fundamental driving force in women’s 
research of any vintage has always been to problematize power relations, 
but how that is done reSects the currents in the researchers’ own day.

Final reSections
How was women’s history received in its early stages? +e discussions 
about women’s history are a mark of its complex reality. Åsbrink’s seven-
hour-long viva and the harsh reviews of her thesis is an illustrative 
example of the clash between scholarly norms and feminist ambitions. 
Yet the strength of reaction to Åsbrink’s study was the exception rather 
than the rule; minor objections were usually the order of the day. +e 
external examiner may have said of Qvist’s thesis that the impression it 
gave of male-dominated society was too dark, but it was a passing remark 
that did not a4ect an otherwise positive judgement. From a sociological 
point of view, it was not unimportant that Åsbrink was a woman and 
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Qvist a man. As Lönnroth said in his review, Qvist as a man was not open 
to accusations of special pleading. If there was anything in Lönnroth’s 
words, it meant the opposite was also true—that it could be to a woman’s 
disadvantage to be a female researcher studying women’s history.

Another feature of women’s history in its early stages was intradisci-
plinary exchange. +e business of drawing demarcation lines was soon 
underway. Westman Berg wrote in her review of Qvist’s Fredrika Bremer 
study that he had failed to take into account the situation of women. +is 
objection has continued to feature prominently in discussions among 
women’s historians. +e most famous instance was the appointment 
to the chair of women’s history, when the outgoing professor Gunhild 
Kyle said the problematization of the situation of women should be the 
decider in whether research counted as women’s history. In surveying 
the reviews in daily press and academic journals from the period, I 
found this very formulation used by Westman Berg as early as the 1960s.

It is worth reSecting on how, in di4erentiating between older and 
newer research, academics venture opinions of the quality of the research. 
Given Hemmings’ historiographical critique, we should be alert to the 
strategic uses of how we tell the history of historical research. As we 
consider Scott’s stages and similar periodizations, we should ask ourselves 
what empirical evidence each model is based on and what implicit values 
it communicates. Naturally, over time there have always been qualitative 
di4erences in research, and studies which take into account the content 
and historical context can successfully explain those di4erences.

What exactly does it mean to problematize the situation of women? I 
would argue it is inevitably contingent on the context. In the volume Gråt 
inte—forska! the analysis of power reSected the still uncertain situation 
for female researchers and women’s history at Sweden’s universities in 
the 1970s. +e exclusion of women and the pronounced male bias in 
research were always going to be important. By the end of the century, 
when Sweden as a country was more equal and the Nordic region was 
held up as a success, the opposition between women and men was 
toned down and the talk instead was of ‘gender as a relationship’. +is 
description of the situation has since come under Are for what it says 
about academics’ privileged position and their obliviousness to new 
and remaining injustices.
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