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The Pursuit of Pleasure. Sexliberalism in Sweden in the 1960´s

During the first half of the 1960´s sexuality was one of the most discussed topics of Swedish public debate. In books, newspapers and periodicals, on the radio and television, at meetings and conferences, issues concerning sexuality were debated as though society stood on the threshold of something new and decisive. 

Abolition of the pornography law, abortion on demand, acceptance of pre-marital sex and acceptance of homosexuality were some of the demands put forward. Young liberals and young social democrats, as well as journalists, authors and film makers, formed what can be called a sexliberal movement. The goal was to increase the freedom of the individual, and to establish a new permissive standard where sexual pleasure was given a value of its own. 

Swedish sexliberalism was a phenomenon, and in this paper some of its most prominent features will be discussed.

Politics and society
First, there was a tradition. The struggle for sex reform wasn´t new, the dream of sexual freedom and pleasure wasn´t new either. The start can be dated to the 1880´s, when neomalthusianism was introduced and radical students spoke for premarital sex and birth control. These students called themselves “cultural radicals”. Cultural radicalism was characterised by a strong belief in human rationality, progress and the promise of science. The church and the monarchy were points of attack, as well as sexual prudery and double standards of morality.

In the 1960´s, several of the Swedish sexliberals also called themselves cultural radicals. Their demands on sexual issues were more numerous and extensive, but in many ways they shared the ideology with their predecessors from the 1880´s.

But the Swedish welfare state also had a tradition of sex reform, starting in the 1930´s. In 1938, the prohibition of information on contraceptives was repealed. The same year, a law was passed, which accepted abortion on medical, eugenic and humanitarian grounds. Homosexual contacts between adults were legalised in 1944. And sex education, which had been introduced in Swedish schools in the 1940´s, became compulsory in 1955.   

This means that the sex liberalism of the 1960´s developed in a society where sex reforms were already on the political agenda. The sex liberals didn´t object to those reforms already passed. Instead, they criticised the Swedish government for not beeing radical enough, for not aiming still further. The Swedish sexliberals were no revolutionaries, nor critics of the welfare system per se. They wanted to reform but also to continue to build the welfare state.  

Science

During the interwar years, sex reformers like RFSU, The Swedish Association for Sex Education (founded in 1933), leaned heavily on psychoanalysis and the teachings of Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm Reich. You might think that a person like Reich would be an inspiration and ideologist for the sex liberals in the early 60´s, but his name wasn´t even mentioned. Freud was discussed, but exclusivley in negative terms. Instead, it was the biologist Alfred Kinsey, with his reports Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 1948 and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female 1953, who was the scientific authority. Kinsey´s rejection of Freud´s sublimation theory, was interpreted as an argument for the right among the young, even teenagers, to have an unrestricted sex life. And Kinsey´s main result – the wide variation of sexual behaviour – was taken as evidence that traditional moral standards were outdated and contrary to human nature.

The criticism of Freudianism, and the approval of the kinseyan perspective, was particularly explicit in the discussions on homosexuality and so called sexual deviations. In 1964, two books were published: the journalist Henning Pallesen´s De avvikande (“The Deviants”) and the psychiatrist Lars Ullerstam´s De erotiska minoriteterna, which was translated into english in 1966 – The Erotic Minorities – and to eight other languages. Both Ullerstam, who wrote about so called sexual deviations in general, and Pallesen, who focused on homosexuality, meant that these were no medical issues. The sexually “deviant” (both Ullerstam and Pallesens used the term) was not disturbed or sick, he or she was just a less common person. Sexual orientation was therefore a political issue, an issue that dealt with the rights of minorities.

Pallesen and Ullerstam both referred to Kinsey. Their books were pleas for acceptance. But Ullerstam´s vision stretched further. Ullerstam wanted to set free the “perverts” (his term), for their own sake but also for everybody´s. He meant that if “perversions” were liberated and accepted, it would help the heterosexual majority to expand its “spectrum of desire and pleasure”. In some aspects, Ullerstam´s ideas reminds of todays queer.

Gender

In the early sixties there was also an intense debate in Sweden on gender issues, from a mainly liberal perspective. Traditional “sex roles” were seen as obstacles. To achieve gender equality, women should abandon their role as housewifes and join the labour market while men were encouraged to share household duties and child care with their wives. Regarding the “sex-role debate”, as it was called, some remarks can be made. First, that it preceeded the second wave of feminism and to a large extent was a national debate. The journalist and feminist Eva Moberg started the debate with her essay “Kvinnans villkorliga frigivning” (“Women on parole”) in 1961, and it seems that the ideas were very much her own. Similar ideas were presented by for example the American writer Betty Friedan in her book The Feminine Mystique but that was first in 1963.

A second remark on the sex-role debate is that hardly dealt with sexual issues. This means that gender and sexuality were discussed from liberal standpoints in the same period, but generally not together. 

The pornography debate is one example. Sex liberals attacked the pornography law, on the grounds of freedom of expression but also because they found pornography positive and enriching. The book series Kärlek (“Love”), was an attempt by established authors to write a quality pornography, and it was widely spread. At the time, pornography was hardly ever discussed from a gender perspective. The sexliberals were in many ways “gender blind”. And the women´s movement was neither positive nor critical, they didn´t take part in the pornography debate at all.

Abortion was maybe the most sensitive topic in the sex debate of the early sixties, and it was widely discussed. Noticeably, abortion on demand was at first advocated by the sexliberals, not the feminists. It was the Liberal and the Social Democratic youth and student organisations that in 1963 and 1964 initiated abortion on demand on the political agenda, and at that time, practically all others were against it: political parties, churches, the medical establishment as well as RFSU and the women´s organisations. The main argument for the sexliberals was that abortion on demand should increase the freedom and independence for women. Several feminists instead embraced motherhood and meant that women were more or less forced to abortions by deceitful men or social misery. Not even Eva Moberg, who can be described as a liberal feminist, and who critizised the older generation of feminists for their 

maternal based ideas, supported abortion on demand. She didn´t discuss the abortion issue at all.

After the dramatic so-called Poland affair in 1965, where liberal editor Hans Nestius was prosecuted together with some women to whom he had given addresses of physicians in Poland performing abortions, the public debate was intensified. Support for abortion on demand grew, and it grew also among the women´s organisations. For the new feminist movement that formed after 1968, abortion on demand was central. Abortion on demand was introduced in Sweden in 1974. But it was, as I have shown, inititated by primarily male sexliberal cultural radicals. 

Feminists in the early sixties rarely talked about sexuality, even less about sexual freedom and pleasure. The young journalist Kristina Ahlmark-Michanek is the exception. She was not an organised feminist but her arguments were inspired by feminism and the sex role debate. In her book Jungfrutro och dubbelmoral (“Belief in virginity and double standards of morality”) published in 1962, she critizised sex educators for upholding a traditional view of the sexes, where young men´s sexuality was seen as natural and evident while young women were described as romantic and asexual. Ahlmark-Michanek claimed young women´s right to express and enjoy their sexuality as much as they wanted, and she also stated that temporary sexual relations were as legitimate as permanent ones. Ahlmark-Michanek´s book was a success, but it was also critizised, which brings up the issue of opposition.  

Opposition 

Sexliberal ideas were seen as radical, and some of them much too radical, but they were  gaining ground. That worried a lot of people. The writer Viveka Heyman was so upset about Ahlmark-Michanek´s book, that she wrote one to answer her: Vad vet Kristina om vänskap? (1963, “What does Kristina know about friendship?”). More important was the resistance formed among Christians. There were several actions taken, and I will give one example. In 1963, the feature film 491 by director Vilgot Sjöman was banned by the Swedish censor. 491 tells the story of some young people in social care, and in the film, there is a rape scene and a bestiality scene. The ban was followed by the biggest debate on film censorship ever in Sweden, which resulted in the release of the film in a cut version the following year. That resulted in the formation of the Christian Democratic Party KDS. There had been discussions among christian politicans and church leaders for some years about forming a christian party, but as Lewi Pethrus, leader of the Pentecostal church said: when the film 491 was released, it was time to take action.  

The sex debate in the early sixties was not primarily a debate between left and right, or  feminists and anti-feminists. The dividing line can be drawn between cultural radical sexliberals and Christians. However, it must be added that not all christians were part of the resistance. There were also representatives from both the state church and the free churches, who accepted a more liberal view on for example sex before marriage.  

Beginning and end

The sex liberal wave that washed over Sweden during the early 60´s, why did it start? And why did it come to an end? It´s not easy to explain the rise of the sexliberal movement. It seems to be a swedish phenomenon, partly scandinavian. It didn´t start because of any specific incident. It wasn´t inspired by ideas and movements in for example Great Britain or the US, which is often the case. It originated in Sweden, among liberal and social democratic youth and others, and one possible explanation lies in the ideological climate of the time. The widespread thesis of “the end of ideology” was very influencial, also in Sweden. The diminishing importance of ideologies was considered both natural and positive in a welfare state, but the drawback was the stagnation of public debate - indispensable in a democracy. At the same time, a young, radical generation was seeking a mission and wanting to put new life into the public debate. When they discovered sexliberalism, the strong response and many reactions showed them that this was the answer.

It´s easier to say why sexliberalism vanished – because that´s what happened. One explanation is that the sexliberal movement had been so successful. Several governmental investigations were set up – on abortion, on censorship, on the sex education in schools – and legislative changes were anticipated. In terms of reform, one can say they that the sexliberals won. But their utopia hadn´t yet been realised. Why the struggle for sexual freedom and pleasure ceased can be explained by the fact that the young, radical generation turned to other issues. The Vietnam war was crucial for the change of public debate around 1965, and for the emergence of the new Left. In the swedish new Left, the interest for sexual issues was marginal. And when sexuality was discussed, it was generally with a critical punch directed  towards sexliberalism. The sexliberals of the early sixties were said to have paved the way for the commercialisation of sexuality, and Herbert Marcuse´s theory on repressive desublimation was used in the analysis. 

The new feminist movement was both inspired by the new Left, and critical of it. They were critical of the lack of gender perspective in the Left, and tried themselves to harmonize feminism and socialism. For the new feminists, for example Grupp 8 (“Group 8”), abortion on demand was central. But in general, sexliberalism was rejected and held responsible for an increased exploitation of women in pornography and prostitution. The spotlight was put on sexual violence and sexual abuse, issues hardly touched upon by the sexliberals.    

Gays and lesbians were also inspired by the new Left. Homosexual women and men were organised in RFSL, the Swedish Federation for Lesbian and Gay Rights, which had been founded in 1950. As in the USA and many European countries, the organisation was radicalized in the late 60´s. Also in Sweden, the catch-words were Gay Power and Gay Liberation. And many of the gays and lesbians were also socialists.

Some research has been done on the Swedish feminist movement in the 60´s and 70´s, as well as the gay and lesbian movement. But Swedish academics have not yet shown any interest in the new Left and its perspective on sexuality. While we wait for the results of future research we can make two general remarks. First, that there were different attitudes towards for example homosexuality in different groups and organisations: from a liberal and accepting one to a restrictive and condemning. And second, that sexuality was not an important and prioritised issue in the Left.   

In the invitation for this conference, the link between leftist movements and radical sexual ideals, is discussed. What I have tried to show in this paper, with the example of Sweden in the early 60´s, is that radical sexual ideals also could grow from a different ideological soil.

