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Throughout the 20th century women have gradually gained access to sporting activities but it is
only in recent decades that they have become widely represented in the decision-making
bodies of sport. How can we account for this development and the weak position of women in
sport? The perspective in this article is historical and three levels of explanation are
considered. To what extent can the developments be explained as the result of public policy,
the organization and policy of the voluntary associations and federations and by the action or
predispositions of (groups of) women themselves, The article presents an overview of the state
of the art in the research on women and sport in Scandinavia in the sense that new data have
been collected and existing research and writings are being reviewed. By questioning central
myths about sport and politics, and about the roles women play, it is shown that the role of
women in sports is related both to gaining access to the sporting activities per se and to the fora
where decisions are being made, and that this access has been hampered as well as facilitated
by government policies and policies of associations and interest organizations of the sports
world, Government policies, however, cannot account for the remarkable changes in physical
participation and democratic representation of women in sports which has taken place during
the past century. The policies of the voluntary sports associations and federations are of greater
importance. Bul the key to the understanding is found among the women themselves, So it is
argued that physical performance and involvement in management and decision-making are
dependent not only on formal structures and the policies of governments and interest
organizations, but to a large extent uwpon the way in which women sce themselves. This
argumentation rests on the available data and a critical reading of the literature and research on
women and sport in Scandinavia.

Myth and Reality about Women and Sport

Gender cleavages are mostly analysed by looking at the political system or
the labour market and by posing questions to matters of inequality and
uneven distribution of power (SOU 1990, 73-116). This article examines the
relationship between women and sport as another arena where gender
cleavages have been dealt with in its own particular way. Until recently, that
is broadly speaking until the 1980s, there has been a lot of talk about
women’s unequal position in sport but very little action to promote change
and research to unravel this complicated relationship. This article sets out to
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provide an overview of the literature on women and sport in Scandinavia,
and to present and discuss the latest data on women’s participation in
sporting activities and representation in electoral bodies of sport. There are
three levels in the discussion focusing on the role of public policy, voluntary
organizations and individual women in explaining women’s participation in
sporting activities and representation in the democratic fora of sport in
Scandinavia.

Myth and reality mix in a strange twofold way when we are looking at
women in sport and body culture. The myths are rooted in the past with
regard to both women and sport. The myths about women in relation to sport
and body culture in the Western hemisphere are linked with motherhood and
Christianity (Danneskiold-Samsge et al. 1983; Gammelgard 1984; Trangbak
& Ornstrup 1986). The myths have engulfed women to the extent that they
have been compelled to look upon themselves as feeble creatures, who
should not do too much exercise in order not to disturb their predestined role
as mothers, who give life to healthy children; yet, at the same time, they have
been looked upon as gifted with supernatural powers rendering some of them
bewitched. Much of this can be traced to the Christian separation of body
and soul and to the materialization of “the fall of man™ in the tempting,
lustful and sinful body of women. Consequently, since the Middle Ages
women have had to hide away their beauty and interest in playful physical
activity, at any rate to the extent that such activities might reveal their sinful
bodies — an issue subsequently to be addressed in the struggle for equality
between men and women in sport.

The struggle for the equality of women in sport is part and parcel of the
general struggle for equal rights and access. It is a story about modernity, the
bourgeois revolution and the fight for democracy and equal rights; and these
are indeed the theoretical concepts around which this article revolves
(Karvonen & Selle 1995).

At the end of the last century Nordic women in general were allowed
(sic!) to do gymnastics (Trangbxk 1987). Norwegian women from the
peasantry and the lower middle class occasionally did do some skiing or
skating (Lippe 1986). Danish women were allowed to play tennis and do
some fencing, but bicycling was looked upon as utterly unwomanly; in fact
women were not supposed to do things which men considered their domain
(Madsen 1986; Trangbzk & Ornstrup 1986). As late as in the 1940s,
Norwegian female participants in cross-country orienteering/running had to
wear cow bells — otherwise (or so the male organizers thought) they might
get lost! It was late in this century before the prejudices regarding women’s
physical capabilitics (e.g. the notion that physical activities might be bad for
them, and that their sex might obstruct them) had been proven wrong.
However, it is often argued in the research and writings on women and sport
that the victories which have been won by women, as they have gained
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access to all disciplines and organizations in the world of sport, do not in fact
represent the liberation of women but just another hideous suppression of
women by men - or at least by “the men’s world” because sport is guided
and penetrated by male values (Pilz 1982).

One of the myths about sport, cultivated by Coubertin, is that of equality
in the pursuit of excellence in peaceful competition; the notion that politics
and sport are separate and should be kept scparate is yet another one
(Coubertin 1931). What really counts is to participate and in that sense sport
should be a magnificent vehicle for democratization and modernization of
society. This, however, has turned out to be wishful thinking — not least with
regard to the Olympic Games. Women have had great difficulties in gaining
access to the games, and the Olympic Games have been drawn into and
(mis)used in world politics on numerous occasions; the Olympic Commiltee
i1s the most closed, oligarchic group of self-co-opting old men one can
imagine, and women have had to fight a bitter struggle to be included in the
games.'

Furthermore, research in the history and the sociology of sport (Elias
1939; Heinemann 1983; Eichberg 1988; Hansen et al. 1990) tells us that
norms and values differ from time to time and from place to place, that
resources for training, research and facilities vary from country to country,
from region to region and from location to location, so that some individuals
and social groups have better opportunities than others. Similarly, research in
the psychology, physiology and kinesiology of sport tells us that there are
differences between, for instance, men’s and women’s psychic disposition
for sport and for competition (Eberspicher 1986; Fasting 1987), that, for
example, muscle tissues, height, age, and sex are at odds with the idea of an
equal competition from the very outset (Astrand & Rodal 1977; Asmussen &
Hohwii-Christensen 1977) and that it is possible to bridge the gap between,
for example, age and gender only at the lowest levels of competition and in
sports activities, where the element of competition is less pronounced. There
are, however, exceptions from the purported rule such as endurance tests in
which women have improved their results considerably more than men
during the 20th century.

In this way the myths of women and sport have been challenged and
should continue to be challenged. Women are not feeble creatures and sport
and politics cannot be separated. What then is the role of politics in sport? I
deal with this question, first with reference to society in general, and then
more specifically with regard to the representative structures of the voluntary
organization of sport in Scandinavia.
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The Politics of Sport — Sport as a Political Arena

In the Scandinavian countries sport has historically been part of the policies
of education and national defence, and today sport policy is an integrated
part of social and cultural policy. This is reflected in the public/political
support to the voluntary associations of the sports movement. The financial
support to the sports associations and the general cooperation between them,
the state and the local governments resemble in many ways the closed
relationship which has been guiding the relationship between the state and
the third/voluntary sector throughout this century, a relationship which has
been characterized by intimate cooperation and integration (Klausen 1989;
Kuhnle & Selle 1990; Klausen & Selle 1995). In the Scandinavian countries
the voluntary organization of sport has truly been the third largest popular
movement alongside the labour and the peasant movements. It has
penetrated the countries from centre to periphery (which means a great
deal in countries like Norway and Sweden), gained support from all parts of
society (high and low) and played a role in the political, the social, and the
cultural developments in Denmark (Korsgaard 1982), Sweden (Lindroth
1975) and Norway (Tonnesson 1986; Olstad 1987).

With the general law on education in 1814 Denmark was the first country
in the world to include gymnastics as a compulsory part of primary school
education. This law was originally meant to cover Norway as well but, as the
union between Denmark and Norway was dissolved in 1814, gymnastics did
not become compulsory in Norwegian schools until 1848 (in the towns) and
1860 (in the countryside). The Danish law of 1814 was created in a spirit of
enlightenment and applied to men and women alike. By 1828, when the law
was rewrilten for men and men alone, enlightenment and liberalism had
given way to nationalistic and militaristic sentiments and values. Women
were left outside the legal framework on sport until 1899 and were not
integrated into it until 1903, when a new law on primary education was
passed by the parliament (Trangbak 1987). So throughout the 19th century
the primary purpose of gymnastics in primary and secondary schools was to
ensure that boys would become good soldiers. Sport played — and still plays
— a prominent role in military education, and public authorities have
supported the nationalistic rifle shooting associations ever since they spread
through the three countries in the latter half of the 19th century. But there
was also an clement of enlightenment and fairness, particularly in the
philosophy guiding the education of sports teachers, in the official approach
to competitive sporls,

Since the end of the 19th century public authorities have supported the
non-governmental sports activities financially. In Sweden this included
support to activities requiring travel and the publication of journals; and
though sceptical towards sport (gymnastics was gencrally preferred to
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English competitive sport), the parliament responded favourably to a
government proposal to allocate 100,000 Swedish crowns annually to sport
(Lindroth 1988).” This sum was reduced somewhat after World War I. The
tide turned in the 1930s, when football pool/lotto funds were established. As
a matter of fact, in all three countries sport is today heavily dependent upon
lotto funds and the more or less direct public support to their administrative
activities and notably to the building and running of facilities.

Sport is not mentioned specifically in the constitutions but this does not
mean that there are no legislative measures and acts of parliament aimed at
the sports sector. In Denmark there are (at least) three acts of parliament of
direct relevance to the sports sector: (1) the Act on Football Pools and Lotto;
(2) the Act on the Allocation of Financial Support to Popular Enlightenment
(“Folkeoplysning™); and (3) the Act on the Promotion of Elite-Class Sport.
In Norway sport is covered by the “New Cultural Policy” which was
promulgated by the Norwegian parliament in order to promote active
participation, to make culture more democratic and to decentralize power
and reinforce regional action. The voluntary associations have to abide by
the general laws and there are in fact very few special legislative measures.
In Sweden one of these has to do with drug abuse (criminalizing the
possession of, trafficking in and handling of certain doping agents, mainly
anabolic steroids) while another law forbids professional boxing (Council of
Europe 1992).

In Denmark and Norway the Ministry of Cultural Affairs is responsible for
sports policy matters; in Sweden this lies within the realm of the Ministry of
Finance.

For more than 60 years, from 1929 to 1992, there were three competing
national federations in Denmark but after the fusion of the two “popular”
movements there are now two. In Norway and Sweden there is only one
central national sports federation. In Sweden this is very much due to the
governmental policy of granting lotto funds only to the Swedish Sports
Federation. The development of these structures was far from peaceful; they
have a history of heated debates, hostility, hatred, and political power games.
There were many disputes and conflicts before the present structure in
Sweden was established (Lindroth 1988).

In Denmark some of the central lines of conflict have been between
gymnasts and rifle-shooters (on whether or not nationalism, competition and
the celebration of victory were the all-important matters) and between the
large interest organizations, notably between the so-called popular federa-
tions (originally mostly interested in gymnastics, rifle shooting and popular
enlightenment) and the sports federation (Korsgaard 1982). The conflicts
may to some extent be dismissed as traditional conflicts of interests about
political power and financial resources, but they have also had a highly
salient normative component attached to them (Klausen 1988). The
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perennial question whether sport should be seen as a goal in its own right or
just a means to an end that shook the Norwegian Sports Federation is just one
example of many.

In Norway there was in fact a distinct centre-periphery cleavage within the
sports movement. The centre tended to favour British style competitive
sports, where sport is seen as a goal in its own right, while the rural periphery
with its rifle sport associations was inclined to perceive sporting activities as
a means to promote health, morality and patriotism. The rise of the labour
movement and its sports associations between the two world wars did not do
much to alleviate the tensions (Tennesson 1986; Olstad 1987). The workers’
associations have traditionally been much better organized and influential in
the general picture of organized sport in, say, Norway, Germany and Finland
than in, for example, Denmark and Sweden where their influence did not last
long. After World War II, and notably from the 1960s onwards, the sports
arena in Norway and Sweden became more peaceful and consensual while
the conflicts continued in Denmark. From a historical point of view the
organization of non-governmental sport in Scandinavia is certainly heavily
conflict ridden and there is every reason to call it a political arena.

The individual sports organizations and the public authorities of the three
Scandinavian countries join in the efforts to emphasize that the sports
movement is independent as well as non-governmental (Council of Europe
1992; Ucberhorst 1976), even in the face of plenty of evidence to the
contrary. There is clearly a very close relationship between national
authoritiecs and the national umbrella organizations (probably most
prominently in Sweden); and the sports federations (at all levels: nationally,
regionally and locally) are undoubtedly involved in political decision-
making, in the administration of public funding and in the implementation of
special legislation (e.g. regarding drug abuse). The financial dependence of
the sports federations on the state is beyond a shadow of doubt, and the
sports federations are clearly well integrated into the political system, but
they remain, nevertheless, private institutions; they are heavily dependent
upon voluntary work; they have their own democratically elected boards and
take pride in legitimizing their activities as being a part of an “independent™
voluntary or third sector, regardless of the obvious constraints under which
they operate (Klausen 1992, 1995).

Where in all this do women fit in? We find the traces of the role and the
function of women in sport only sporadically in the historical accounts since
almost all the lecaders of the sports movement were men (certainly in the 19th
century) and women only gradually gained access to the disciplines and to
the leading posts in the voluntary organization of sport during this century.
In Sweden, for instance, they formed two federations exclusively for women
early in this century. In the public accounts and reviews on, for example,
sport and education from the 19th and early 20th centuries, women are
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mentioned with regard to their physical abilities, emphasizing the limitations
of women’s abilities to engage in sporting activities (Danneskiold-Samsge et
al. 1983; Trangbak 1988; Smith-Rosenberg & Rosenberg 1987) — most of
which have now been refuted (Astrand & Rodahl 1977). In modern accounts
and reviews, such as in the extensive rcports, analyses and investigations
which paved the way for the laws on the elite and mass sport education in
Denmark in the 1980s, no particular attention was given to women
(Ministerict for kulturelle anliggender 1983a; 1983b; 1987 I, 11, III). The
statistical analyscs show that women in elite sport are supported with an
amount of money equal to that of the men in elite sport (1983b, 73) — but the
question why there are fewer women than men in elite sports is not raised,
nor any other questions related to possible discrimination against women. As
for mass sport, the commission had been given the mandate to *“consider
how the recruitment of women to work as leaders and instructors/coaches
may be encouraged™ (1987 I, 11), but the recommendations go no further
than to suggest positive discrimination, the introduction of quota recruitment
and a well-meaning reiteration of the supposedly long-standing commitment
to increased female participation on all levels of the organization (1987 II,
167; 111, 371, 380, 398).

Historically, public policy has favoured the development of (voluntary)
sport in Scandinavia. At times these policies have been aimed specifically at
the role of women (in the 19th century these efforts were primarily aimed at
physiological aspects and gymnastics in the schools and at the end of the
20th century with the participation of women on equal terms both in actual
physical activities and in management and policy-making). But in general it
can not be argued that public policy has played an important role as seen
from a women’s perspective.

So at first sight it seems as if women play only a minor role in sport. The
sports movement and its disciplines have been introduced, led and developed
by men. But is this the whole truth, and, if it is, how can this be explained?

Power Distribution — Representative Democracy?

During this century there has been a gradual development towards greater
female participation. Today women participate in almost all disciplines and
constitute between 30 and 40 percent of the memberships of the sports
federations in all three Scandinavian countries. There are differences,
however, with respect to how much time women and men spend on sports
activities (the men are far more active/spend more time than women) and
there are pronounced differences about which disciplines they choose
(Jespersen & Riiskjer 1982; DIF 1983; Arbejdsgruppen Kvinder og Idrat
1987; Dglvik, Danielsen & Hernes 1988). As indicated in the table below,
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Table 1. The Dustnibution of Active, Orgamzed Men and Women According to Type of Sport
in Denmark (in Percent)

Women/Men in 1985 Women/Men in 1994
Football 10/90 14/86
Handball 56/44 52/48
Gymnastics B4/16 B3y/17
Badminton 40/60 37a3
Shooting 13/87 11/89
Table tennis 2377 10/90
Volleyball 46/54 46/54
Tennis 40600 J32/68
Swimming S4/46 54/46
Sailing 18/82 18/82
Horse riding 81/19 85/15

Sources: Breddeidratsudvalget (1986, 33) and the Danish Sports Federation.

women are less active in some of the individual and competitive sports
disciplines such as shooting, table tennis, tennis, sailing and football and
more active in, for instance, gymnastics (rhythmical gymnastics — somewhat
similar to aerobics), horse-riding and swimming. Furthermore, this pattern
has stabilized in as far as there seem to be almost no changes in the relative
distribution of men and women in the various disciplines over the past
decade (with the exception of table tennis and tennis).

It is only natural that the first battle of women in relation to sport follows
the classical liberal idea of secking equality, i.e. equal access to engage in
sports activities and equal representation in the political structures in the
world of sports. This is reflected in the earliest writings on women and sport
from the latter part of the 19th century (Pfister 1980) and inequality is still
seen as the main obstacle to women’s participation in sports activities (Lippe
1982; Andersen et al. 1991; Hovden et al. 1993; Dorfinger & Mostrém
1993).

Today this seems in many ways a paradox because, as the above figures
show, there are about as many women as men engaged in sports activities on
a regular basis, and because sport i most commonly organized in democratic
associations at the local level (and with regional associations, branch
associations and national federations as their umbrella organizations), there
are equal opportunities for men and women to influence and decide the
(critical) contents and developments in the sports sector.

All analyses, nevertheless, show that men are over-represented on the
clected posts as leaders (Ibsen 1992, 40) and that, of course, does not
constitute a good basis for the introduction of female values in the political
decision-making of the sporting world. This is very explicitly formulated by
the Swedish Sports Federation when it states that “Women and men have
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different knowledge and experiences . . . Women and men have different
views and different interests. A higher female representation may thus bring
new questions and perspectives on to the agenda. Therefore equality is also a
question of interests” (Sveriges Riksidrottsférbund 1989, 4).

The following tables represent the available data in the three countries.” A
brief look at the development over the last century is sufficient to convey the
message that there have been important changes to the advantage of women
in all three countries. Female representation on the decision-making boards
has increased over time. It may thus be argued that the gender gap is closing.
But the changes have been very gradual, and, to the extent that the gender
gap is indeed closing, it is a phenomenon of rather recent vintage (Fig. 1).

How arec we to explain this rather dramatic change in female
representation within the last decade? First, it should be mentioned that
the women of the 1980s were very active in promoting the idea of women
being more active in the political decision-making structures of the sporting
world. And second, as I will refer to later, there has been more research in
this area and as a result thereof there has been a lot of debate and writing on
women’s issues in sport. But at the same time, and probably also as a result
thereof, the sports associations and federations have become more active.
Women’s issues have been on the agenda (with special committees,
programmes, selective discrimination, etc.) in the Swedish Sports Federation
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Table 2. Representation of Women and Men in the General Assembly of the Norwegian Sports
Federation 1947-94 (in Percent)

Year 1953 1963 1973 1978 1982 1987 1994
Women 1.4 6.5 10.4 20.3 24.8 26,7 29.5
Men OB.6 93.5 B0.6 29.7 752 73.3 70,5

Sources: Skirstad (1983, 54, 1987, 3) and the Norwegian Sports Federation.

since the carly 1970s; they have been on the agenda of the Danish Sports
Federation since the early 1980s and on that of the Norwegian Sports
federation agenda since the late 1980s.

Though latecomers within the Nordic context, Norwegian women have
also become better represented during the past two decades (Table 2).

When asked to account for this phenomenon, Gert von der Lippe and Else
Trangbak, who have followed and examined this process closely (both as
researchers and as active participants in the public debate and the
organizational life of the sports world), argue that the Norwegian activists
have been more aggressive and have used the mass media more deliberately
than was the case in Sweden and Denmark.

It is worth noting, however, that the relative (under)representation varies
with the level of the representative hierarchy. Statistics from the three
countries show that women are relatively better represented at the lower
levels of the representative hierarchy than at the higher levels. There are, for
instance, relatively more elected female leaders in the associations than in
the special branches and central committees (figures from the Norwegian
Sports Federation in 1994; Andersen et al. 1991, 26-27; Rapport 1993, 6, 9).
Furthermore, the under-representation varies with age in as far as women arc

Table 3. The Elected Leaders of Danish Sporis Associations 1986; Elected Leaders io the
Board and Elected Leaders of the Committees of Special Branch Associations of the Danish
Sports Federation in 1994, Disiributed on Age, Specified for Men and Women (in Percent)

Leaders of Sports Leaders of Branch Leaders of Branch

Associations Commiltees Associations
MenWomen Men/Women Men/Women
1986 1994 1994
Under 20 years 6/ 0/0 0/0
2039 years 42119 23/8 16/4
4059 years 2177 3217 67/8
60 years 2/0 B2 4/1
Total T0/30 8317 87713

Sowurces: Breddeidreetsudvalget (1986, 40) and the Danish Sports Federation 1994 (based
on response from 38 branch associations out of 56).
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Table 4. The Committee Structure of Sporis Associations — Total of All 4 (Out of 19)
MNorwegian Sports Districts. Percentage of Women

Position/ycar 1983 (%) 1986 (%) Modification (%)
Secretary 49.9 34.0 +4.1
Treasurer 34.5 358 +1.3
Board Member 28.4 28.7 +00.3
Deputy Chairman/Elected 18.6 18.8 +0.2
Leader

Chairman/Elected Leader 12.3 15.0 +2.7
Total 28.6 0.1 +1.5

Source: Thidemann (1987, 74).

Table 5. Distribution of Office on the Boards of Danish Special Branch Associations — Total of
40 out of 56 Special Branch Associations. Percentage of Men and Women

Deputy Other
Chairman Chairman Treasurer  Sccretary  offices Total
Men 02 83 67 80 21 81
Women 5 17 33 20 19 19

Source: The Danish Sports Federation 1994,

closer to proportional representation in the younger age cohorts (see Table
3).

If we look at the absolute top of the representative hierarchy, the under-
representation becomes even more evident. In the board of the Danish Sports
Federation, which is the umbrella organization for some 1.7 million
members organized in 10,000 associations, it may be seen that the women
increased their representation from 1.2 to 5.1 percent on a board with a total
of 79 members during the four-year period from 1984 to 1988
(Arbejdsgruppen 1987)." Only as a result of a very deliberate policy two
women were elected in 1988 out of the eleven members of the executive
committee (on which women in the last decade had been represented from
time to time by only one member). In a similar vein, Hanne Pedersen was
elected vice-president of the Danish Sports Federation several times from the
late 1980s onwards. This holds true for the other big Danish umbrella
organization DGI (De Danske Gymnastik og Idratsforeninger) as well; there
is a massive female under-representation but there is a female vice-president.

In order to be able to say something more about the actual formal
influence, it is relevant to examine the different levels in the internal
organizational hierarchies (Tables 4 and 5).

Figures from Swedish special branch and districts show the same tendency
in the distribution of office (Olofsson 1989). And similarly, figures from the
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Table 6. Representation of Women in the Central Administration of the Gymnastics and Turn
Association in Norway

1960 1965 1970 1985 19940 1993
Women in 4 3 5 3 4 3
numbers
Women in i3 25 42 43 57 6l
Percentage
of the total

Sources: Lippe (1982b, 58, 1982¢, 100) and the Norwegian Sports Federation.

Norwegian Sports Federation show an average of no more than 7.2 percent
elected female chairmen/leaders in the Norwegian special branch organiza-
tions, districts, commissions and associations in 1994. So in the Norwegian
case there may be a female representation of approximately 30 percent in the
representative structure at the lowest level but they do not get elected as top
leaders.

From these figures it becomes clear that even those women who are
formally elected do not hold central power. Indirectly, however, a position as
secretary may of course be useful since information, gate-keeping, etc., may
provide a strong power base. But in the associations these sources of power
are mostly exploited by the chairmen, since they are often charismatic and
regarded as the main leaders and the mail to and from the organization tends
to go through their hands (Klausen 1990).

Not even in disciplines where we find a distinct over-representation of
active women, do they have the political power one might expect (see Table
6) — the men are relatively more active in getting elected than they should be
if compared with the number of active male members.

In the Special Branch of Gymnastics in Denmark there are similarly four
elected men and two elected women on the central board; and 25 elected
men and 27 elected women as leaders of central committees as opposed to
105 male and 207 female leaders of gymnastics associations (figures from
the Danish Sports Federation 1994). These figures are quite remarkable and
illustrative of the fact that women do not get elected to top positions.

The picture is clear: women have gained access both to the sports
disciplines and to the political fora of the sporting world — and this is
facilitated by the deliberate policies of the sports federations — but women
are still under-represented at all levels and they do not hold central power,
The relatively lower representation of the older age groups of women in the
electoral bodies of the associations may explain why there are relatively
fewer women elected to higher posts in the branch associations and the
national sports federations, since it takes time to become known, to get
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acquainted with and to gain influence in huge and hierarchical organizations
marked by tradition. But it does not explain why women tend to drop out at
an earlier stage and it does not explain why those who do stay, do not get
elected to the central offices. We might expect to get some answers to these
questions in the research on women and sport.

Research and the Quest for Womanhood in Sport

Previously, I have referred to the research and literature on women and sport
which have proliferated since the 1980s. In many ways these research
initiatives and writings are part of the history and development of women
and sport in Scandinavia. Because those engaged in the research and studies
on women and sport often are active politically in the sports movement, and
in the public debate they have to a large extent not only:

o analysed, specified and made visible various roles and inequalities with
regard to women and sport; but at the same time;

o encouraged and taken action to change the situation;

» provided explanations and possible reasons for this; and

o tried to set a new agenda.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s research seminars have taken place under
the auspices of the national sports federations, but the driving force has been
influential women and groups of women, some of whom have been active in,
for instance, the yearly seminars at the Kgng Folk High School.

Most of the research and studies on women and sport in a social science
perspective are conducted by women.” At times it seems as though men have
been excluded from these endeavours. This is true in so far as there are no
contributions by men in a number of the anthologies on women and sport (all
the Keng reports; Dahlstrom 1992; Lippe 1982; Olofsson & Wester-
Wedman 1990; Pfister 1980; Peyton & Pfister 1989; Schenk 1986).

It may be difficult for political scientists to appreciate some of the
research and writings on women and sport. The reports from the Kong
seminars are cases in point. The first reports from these sessions were of a
high (scientific) quality — such as Trangbzk et al. (1982) — and helped clarify
the roles, power distribution and gender cleavages, but the latter (such as
Klastrup et al. 1985 and Jgrgensen et al. 1989) have been less empirically
founded and more essay-like and normative.

Nevertheless, in order to grasp the entire scene of women and sport it is
necessary to try to answer more questions than those that have to do with
public policy and power distribution. To a certain extent this kind of research
may be seen as research in a women’s perspective,” and as part of the quest
for womanhood in sport and the setting of a new agenda. This is done by
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exploring themes such as women’s liberation (Fasting 1982a; 1982b),
women's conscience and body conscience (Jensen ed. 1984), women’s
energies (Klastrup et al. 1985), women’s visions (Klastrup et al. 1986;
Jprgensen et al. 1989); women, body and imagination (Sanders 1984);
motivation (Hansen et al. 1987); the androgynous ideal (Mgller et al. 1988).
Even though the (scientific) quality of these studies (from an anthropological
and a sociological point of view) may be disputed, and the writings are
embryonic and should be more solidly founded, they are important.” It is
important and necessary to explore these themes because they question
central myths about women and sport and the ideals of sport which have to a
large extent been formulated by men. It is also necessary because this may
help explain why women do not engage in sports activities and in the
political activities of the sports sector to the same extent as men.

Simply saying that sport is a reflection of society at large (as in the
classical sports critique) and that the role women play, and have played in
sport, is nothing more than a match thereof, does have some truth in it but it
certainly does not explain why this is so.

The reasons why women have gained access to the disciplines and the
political fora of the sporting world only very gradually should be seen not
only in the light of the development of society in general and the role that
various groups of women have played in the liberation of women (women'’s
lib-movements, etc.) but (of course) also in the light of specific
developments within the sports sector. The policy of public authorities has
concentrated on the sporting activities which in the first place (in the 19th
century) made men good soldiers and did not violate the physical conditions
which public authorities well into the 20th century thought characterized
women. The leaders of the sports associations and federations, and the public
at large, only very gradually accepted the engagement of women in sporting
activities, which were thought of as unwomanly. And the policies of the
associations and federations to encourage female representation in the
hierarchical structures of the voluntary sports sector have met with only
moderate success, although the gender gap has narrowed substantially during
the last decade.

From Discrimination to Choice

Some women have succeeded in gaining political power and a lot of women
are engaged in sporting activities in exactly the same way as men are. Still,
women in general seem more inclined to choose other disciplines than men
do, and it is very difficult to find female candidates for leading posts in the
voluntary organization of sport. So in the sporting world we have witnessed a
historical development from a situation where women were clearly
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discriminated against to a situation where they choose not to comply with
kind offers of positive discrimination. In contrast to the weak and complex
patterns we find in the recruitment of women to political parties (Lovenduski
& Norris 1993) the world of sports shows clear evidence that the “supply-
side™ (i.e. those who are willing and eligible) does not feed the “demand-
side” (ie. the demand by the organizations for female leaders and
representatives — evidenced by positive discrimination).

If this is not exclusively the result of public policies, the suppression by
men, and the participatory structures of the sporting world, the explanation at
first hand would be to say that women are not interested in sport and in
acquiring positions of power. The argument would be that competitive sport
appeals more to men than to women, that the managerial and political
decisions are becoming increasingly competitive and market-oriented,” and
that women prefer the more aesthetic activities to the more competitive
sporting activities, and think of power games as ridiculous and time-
consuming, causing stress in daily life and ruining family life.

So the relative dropout of women may be explained by their inclination to
serve the family — that is what most literature on women and leadership
indicates — and, furthermore, it may be difficult to engage in and gain
influence at a later stage in their lives. A Norwegian survey in the volleyball
league suggests there are so few female leaders and trainers because women
have different prioritics and values from men (Hovden m.fl. 1993). This is
also the result of a Swedish investigation, “The most important explanation
why there are so few women in the various layers of the representative
hierarchy must be that women are not interested in the work which is being
done there . . . women are more interested in their families and in other
activities” (Dorfinger & Mostrom 1993, 38). “Women don’t bother, it’s not
worth taking the trouble of being a leader in this men’s world”, as the
influential researcher and “agenda-setting political activist™ Else Trangbak
emphasized when [ asked her about this. There is probably some truth in this
emphasis upon the fundamental differences in value orientation between
men and women.” In many ways this men’s world par excellence is
incompatible with the lifestyle and the ideals of women (Fasting 1982b,
1987; Ottesen 1989).

We have witnessed a remarkable closing of the gender gap during this
century with regard to access to sporting activities and within the last
decades of the 20th century with regard to women’s representation in the
management and decision-making bodies of sport in the three Scandinavian
countries. Compared with, for instance, the representation of women in
Scandinavian parties and parliaments (Lovenduski & Norris 1993; Karvonen
& Selle 1995) the world of sport is not leading the way in the quest for
democracy and equality — i.e. for modernity. The problem of participation
has almost been solved but not the problem of representation. The women
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are closing in but the men are still in charge and over-represented as power-
holders.

It is tempting to conclude that there is no gender problem since women
have the opportunities and choose not to make use of them. It is however, not
going to be my (defeatist) recommendation that there should be no further
efforts by public policy-makers, by the woluntary associations and
federations and by individual women and researchers.

The closing of the gap can largely be explained through the policies of the
voluntary associations and federations which encourage female representa-
tion, by the role played by central female figures of the sports movement,
and by the agenda-setting by female researchers — public policy has played
only a minor role. Central myths about women and sport have been
challenged by recent research on women’s issues and this research has
provided some explanations of the relative under-representation and dropout
of women mainly linking this to female values.

Most of the studies on women and sport in Scandinavia, however, are
normative and unsubstantiated, but some of the projects referred to above
look promising. What is needed is more thorough investigation into the
patterns and processes of recruitment and derecruitment and on the processes
which produce barriers for women’s participation in the managerial and
political decision-making in sport. One line of research which will have to be
pursued further is to examine the mechanisms that are framing the value
orientation in sport and the processes that are socializing men and women
into different positions, because it seems evident that if the guiding values in
sport had been different, more women might have found it attractive to
engage in managerial and political work.

NOTES

1. The French baron Pierre de Coubertin, who advocated the renaissance of the Olympic
Games in 1896, boldly testified to the closed character of the [OC (1931, 22, 25, 67).
Women succeeded in gaining access to the Olympic Games and were admitted to
various disciplines, but only in a very gradual and piecemeal fashion. Coubertin was in
fact one of the most outspoken opponents against opening up the Olympic Games o
women throughout the modern history of the games. In 1935 he declared that the
primary role of women “[A]tl the Olympic Games . . . should be like in the ancient
tournaments — the crowning of the (male) victor with laurels™ (Simri 1983, 32). But it is
also worth noting that Coubertin strongly emphasized that the Olympic Games should
include literature and art {1931, 86). In 1900 women participated for the first time in
tennis and golf, in 1920 they participated in tennis, archery, swimming and figure
skating and in 1988 they participated in 17 out of 23 disciplines (Trangbzk 1988, 97).
Women are under-represented in both the summer and the winter games. In 1948 they
constituted 9.4 percent, in 1964 13.1 percent, in 1984 23 percent and in 1992 29 percent
of the participants (Betenkning 1987-88, 40; and 10C, Bern).

2. The way in which the ancient Nordic concept of “idrast™ is used today comprises all
physical leisure-time activities and is therefore a broader concept than sport. In the
Maordic countries the notion of “sport™ is usually associated with the (English)
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competitive disciplines — that is why Scandinavians often distinguish between sport and
gymnastics. In Scandinavia the English sport first gained influence in the towns and
within the upper classes, whereas the traditional and popular games, gymnastics,
tourney and rifle-shooting activities had their stronghold in the countryside. Even
though the traditional activities still have their strongholds throughout the Scandinavian
countrics, sport has become dominant. This 15 true even if sport had many enemies, in
Norway for instance it was fought against by the church, the intellectuals, the
government, and the labour movement (Olstad 1987, Tenneson 1986). The way in
which I use the word sport in this context, however, connotes with idret.

[ express my thanks to Gun Ahl, Conni Haugbelle and Beathe Kristensen from the
Swedish, the Danish and the Norwegian Mational Sports Federations for providing me
with the latest statistical data on women and sport in Scandinavia.

The under-representation in the executive committee has characterized the Danish
Sporis Federation throughout this century. In 1920 it was decided “that there should be
female representatives on the board™ (Sander 1946, 155) and during the 1920s and the
early 1930s there were several women on the board (ibid, 297, 298). This changed,
however, due to a restructuring of the federation in the late 1920s. Because of this, the
branch associations came to power. The top hicrarchy of these pillars of the
organization had no female representation and hence it became more difficult for
women to gain influence. They had to be elected (more indirectly) by the council. One
of the important female characters, Else Thomsen, motivated her resignation from the
board in 1932 by saying that there was nothing for her to do since the branch
associations had taken over all the influence (ibid, 208). The uneven composition of the
board can be seen from all the early reports — as an example there were 3 council-
elected women out of 41 board members in 1943, and in 1961 the figures were 4 out of
49 (Dansk Idreets-Forbund 1943, 8; 1961, 5-6). As it becomes obvious from these and
the above-mentioned figures, there has been no progression during the century in the
absolute top of the hierarchy.

If we look at research on women and sport in general the picture is somewhat different.
In a search on a CD-ROM Sports Disc 1 noted two striking tendencies; first, that many
of the authors were men, and second, that the bulk of studies dealt with performance
issues, notably physioclogy, training, motivation, choice, and selection issues. These two
features are confirmed when looking at a bibliography on MNordic research, books,
articles, and master theses on women and sport in one of the reports from Danish
conferences on women and sport (Arbejdsgruppen Kvinder og Idraet 1987, 100-115).
The male writers, however, were almost all engaged in the physiological rescarch
endeavours.

The Morwepian rescarcher Kari Fasting identifies four characteristics of a female
research perspective: (1) It should focus on differences, suppression and power
relations; (2) the starting-point should be the practices, experiences and consciousness
of women; (3} it should be aimed at women and not just about women; {4) it should be
holistic, i.e. try to capture the complexity of women's lives (Fasting 1987, 53).

In this sense it is still necessary to question the myths of the sexes and to search for what
may be behind the masculine and the feminine mystique (Friedan 1963; Holm 1979),
This market orientation in the sports world changes the power-plays, the motivation and
skills needed to engage in decision-making processes (Klausen 1992, 1993). These
features may be more in accordance with the lifestyle and ideal self-image of men than
of women.

A pood historical example of the very deliberate nourishing of differences between men
and women is the ideals of gymnastics at the two Danish sports high schools Ollerup
and Snoghgj. Here, the Swedish gymnastics of P. H. Ling was developed in a special
Danish and Nordic way by the Dane Niels Bukh and the Finn Eli Bjorksten. As
expressed in their ideology, and as shown in pictures from the two schools in the 1930s,
the one emphasizes beauty, grace, nature, and circularity, whereas the other emphasizes
masculinity, power, indoor activity and square angles. Both are harmonious ideal types
in accordance with what was thought of as typical for men and women at that time. At
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the same time both praise what was thought of as the Nordic ideals at that time. The
Nordic heritage is symbolized by the Snoghgj girls carrying beech branches,
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