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Ms. Chairperson,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

"Me personally, I only had one ambition as a child. I wanted to be a captain of a great ship and my father told me, 'You cannot have that aim. Only men can do that.' Unfortunately, he didn't live to see me president."

The words are those of Vigdis Finnbogadottir, former president of Iceland. All too often we fail to recognize women as potential leaders. 

While women make up 44 per cent of the Swedish parliament, the proportion in other countries is less encouraging. Even within the European Union the situation is anything but encouraging. In Italy and France only 11 per cent, and merely 7 per cent in Greece.
 At the regional level women in some EU countries remain virtually excluded from political decision-making. They account for only 12 per cent of Italy's and Portugal's regional assemblies.
 

At local level, the situation is almost as discouraging. In most EU Member States, women hold only about a fifth of elected positions. The low point is once again Greece with less than 4 per cent women in local councils.

The situation is discouraging also in the applicant countries of Eastern and Central Europe. Four applicant governments have no women at all in their governments, and all applicant states are below the current EU average of 20% women in parliament.

To remedy this situation requires concentrated work! Unfortunately, it does not happen over night! The view of the international community on gender issues has gone through several changes: from ignorance to ignoring, from ignoring to separate treatment, from separate treatment to equality and, eventually to attempting to involve women and gender issues into the mainstream. 

In my own country, it has been the work of women such as Alva Myrdal, Elin Wägner and Margareta Winberg who once and for all put equality on the political agenda. 

"The personal is politics" was a slogan presented by women's movement in Sweden in the beginning of the 20th Century. The aim was to introduce issues related to family, marriage and sexuality on the political agenda. 

But, it actually took over 30 years to make "family-planning" an accepted notion in Sweden!

Although Swedish women obtained the right to vote in 1921, until the 1990s few women were elected to parliament or members of government. In the beginning of the 90s, however, a group of famous Swedish women – authors, journalists and economists – had had enough. They publicly requested that the established political parties should increase the number of women on their party lists. If not, they threatened to start a women's party of their own! 

Opinion polls quickly showed that this group of women was not the only ones to be fed up with the men dominating the political scene in Sweden. The 1994 election polls indicated that they would get 35 per cent of the vote! The Social Democrats would loose important numbers of women voters. 

In the face of this imminent threat, the party decided to introduce a system called 'every other to the ladies.' With the exception of the conservatives – insisting that "quality is more important than gender" – all the other political parties were quick to follow. 

The system, which is not a regulation, but a strictly followed practice, requests every other person on any party election list to be a woman. If the first candidate is a man, the second candidate has to be a woman and so on. 

Thanks to the Social Democrat's success in the election 1994, the representation of women rose considerably. Today, 46 per cent of members of Parliament, and half of the Swedish government are women.    

Where do we go from here? How do we go from having women elected representatives to achieving true gender equality throughout our society?

To do this it is crucial that women recognize all the innumerable traps on the road towards increased and fair power for women. We women have to learn how to obtain real personal power. With this aim, the Swedish Social Democratic women have developed a nine-step 'do it yourself' guide to personal power. As I think that these nine steps can be equally useful for Australian women, I would like to share them with you.  

The first step is to recognize that Power is a fine thing! Power is not ugly or shameful. Power is something fine, important and useful to have for all of us who want to right wrongs and to achieve change.

Power must be handled with care and with a large proportion of human insight and wisdom. We have all seen what can happen when men are allowed to manage positions of power in the banking, the finance and business sectors. 

Men just cannot manage it on their own! Women must, therefore, shoulder responsibility for at least half the power in all decision-making bodies. 

As a woman, think carefully about the implications of having power. Start getting used to the thought that you are prepared to demonstrate clearly that you are able to have a position of power. Don't duck the issue of power. Go for it!

The second step is to make sure that women get half the places everywhere! Make a careful analysis of the power structure in your local municipal council or your organization. Where are the most important decisions made? Is there a shortage of women in that body? The answer is usually "Yes."

Ensure that women candidates are launched and nominated to that decision-making level. Draw up a clearly defined strategy for those positions of power that must be held by women, and develop a strategy for how women candidates can be launched most successfully for those posts. Who is the most suitable? Draw up a list of merits and experience. 

Some people, often men, question whether it would really make a difference if women were in influential posts. My answer is no if we speak merely of a few women, but yes if we allow a fair number of women to influence political, economic and social decision-making. 

To use the words of Geraldine Ferraro: "What we need are not just a few women who make history, but many women who make policy." 

The third step is to learn the rules of the game! A lot can be lost if you don't know how decisions are made. One good way of avoiding unpleasant surprises is to hold a preparatory session before important meetings. Make sure that you have a woman with plenty of experience of the many twists and turns in decision-making procedure along with you. 

Procedural rules and formalities are not something women can afford to ignore. They are, moreover, not as complicated as they appear. Following a pattern for sewing a jacket is much more demanding.

The forth step is to get women to the top of the lists! Lists with women in every place are all right, but the lists must have a woman at the top just as often as they have a man on top. A list with a man in first place will lead to a troika with two men and one woman. This troika is more often than not the executive committee – in other words the forum where the questions are prepared, where the agenda is drawn up and where many decisions are made which are not put to the board or committee.

Another important reason for having women at the top is the risk that the first three or five or perhaps even the first name only will, in reality, stand a chance of election. 

To get a woman at the top of lists, propose a ruling whereby two lists are drawn up, one headed by a men and the other by a woman. Demand that the central body of the party or organization is made responsible for ensuring that there is an equal number of lists headed by men and women. 

And, launch the top women candidates in the local media with good photographs and names. 

The fifth step is to volunteer as a member of the nominations committee! This is one of the most important posts. Make sure that other women join the committee as well. Women in the nominations committee should draw up a common strategy for how women candidates should be launched, and which women should be promoted.

Make sure that all the women of the nominations committee speak up and back the list. Women should support each other in every possible situation.

The sixth step is to take over the chair! The chairperson has important powers. Half of those powers belong to women. Ensure that the election of the chair is well prepared.

Draw up a list of all women who are suitable chairpersons. Invite all of them to a meeting where you discuss the plan of action. Appoint a mentor, a woman chairperson with experience. Her job is to encourage, teach and support the new chairwomen.

Enroll the support of a good woman journalist in launching the new women chairpersons. Women must get used to being seen and also get themselves a stronger profile.

Short, regular training sessions in speaking in public, appearing in media, and the art of writing good articles are things we all need. Get a course going!

The seventh step is to launch women candidates! Make a careful and considered choice of candidates you wish to promote. The choice should be realistic. The probability of success must be reasonably certain. Launch her in good time before the meeting at which the new members or the new chairperson will be elected to the executive. 

Contact women who will attend the meeting and argue in favor of your candidate. Make sure that there will be mostly women attending the meeting. (Not all that difficult considering the few who attend meetings.)

The eighth step is to take over within the parties! It is not enough that the parties alternate the lists of candidates with every second candidate being a woman. A party which alternates its lists but continues to be led by men, to use the language of men, to exclude the example of women, and which fails to focus on political issues of interest and importance of women, will never win credibility in the eyes of women. It is not enough with a good stage decor.

An uneven gender profile among full-time party officials and political secretaries, people who work backstage and hold considerable power, is a decided disadvantage.

It is mainly men who look after the PR, propaganda and information work of the political parties. Men shape the images of politicians, political parties and decide which parts of the parties' programs should be communicated to the public. This is a center of power which women must take over.

With female PR assistants, the images of our parties and politicians would be very different. And much more fun as well!

If men are in the majority, refuse to accept the appointment of one more man. Demand a list of suitable women candidates for a job. Get out and find the women who haven't yet found their way to you.

The ninth and last step is to master the five methods of dominance! There are a number of methods used by men – consciously and unconsciously – to ensure dominance by men over female culture. Professor Berit Ås, from Norway, has divided these methods into five main groups. 

You must learn what these methods entail and learn to see when these methods of dominance are used towards you or against other women. Learn each methods specific number and use one or more fingers to indicate to your colleagues which method is being applied at the meeting you are attending.

Number one is making women invisible. This wordless method of dominance is used when men do not listen to what you have to say. When they start going through their papers, talking to one another, or excuse themselves and go to the rest room. 

We women often raise issues, which are different from those raised by men because we live under different conditions. Men fail to recognize women's description of the situation and choose not to listen or get involved.

To turn the situation around, make clear that you are aware of the method being used, and that you refuse to accept it. Demand attention and demand that all others listen! One good way of doing this is to pause till all the shuffling of papers and murmuring has stopped.

If they do not understand you, use the same technique on a man the next time round. Be very clear about what you are doing in order to make your point with others.

Men's second method of dominance is belittling women. This particular technique is well known because of its refinement in being funny at the expense of women. The whole point of the exercise is to denigrate women and the efforts of women. 

This particular method of dominance contains a wide range of demeaning statements about amusing little blonds and hysterical old wives.

Make it clear that you refuse to accept such treatment. Answer in the same way. Never laugh along with the macho jokes. Especially not when the joke is at the expense of another woman. Be responsible for one another.

Do everything to create an embarrassing silence.

The third method of dominance is withholding information. By withholdning information, people can be very effectively kept in the dark. This happens to women quite often. 

In saunas and locker rooms the boys make deals, consciously or unconsciously. At the following meeting – when women are present – decisions are ratified without discussion. The women are not given the chance to discuss what the boys have already decided on in a small group.

Demand that important issues that require more preparatory study be postponed till the next meeting. Demand extensive background information to the decision-making.

Men's forth method of dominance is double punishment. Women often suffer from  bad conscience about everything. They should almost always be somewhere else. At work, with the kids or with their husbands. While engaged in formal work, women have a double workload. In Germany, for example, it has been estimated that women perform approximately 35 hours of unpaid work per week. The stress of this is insufferable. 

Women are accused, often indirectly, by those surrounding them, of failing to be worthwhile mums especially when they get involved in their jobs or in politics. At the same time, they have to put up with criticism for lack of involvement when they choose to put their families first. They get dissatisfaction from all sides.

Men, unlike women, seldom face this sort of double punishment. They find it easier to say 'Yes' at work and 'No' at home. This situation is both unacceptable and unfair.

Choose your husband with extreme care.

Choose your boss with extreme care. demand of your boss that he or she accepts a No – or a Yes – without the usual punishment in the form of no promotion.

Draw up an agreement with your husband, giving you the right to work politically.

The fifth and last method of dominance is burdening with guilt and shame. This particular method is the most confusing of all five. Women who are the victims of humiliating treatment or abuse develop a sense of guilt for what happened. 

It is often said 'she only has herself to blame' and 'she more or less asked for it.' This sort of judgement often lead women to believe that the critics are right. It probably was my own fault, I have only myself to blame. 

In this case it is important to analyze the situation and form a realistic opinion of what happened. Get a close friend and analyze the situation together. Get your friends to defend you. Make sure you defend other women who are victimized. Get rid of your guilt feelings by trying to form a clear picture of the underlying pattern. Get back to the person who put the blame on you. Show them what actually happened.

This strategy to obtain real personal power is described in a little power booklet, which the Swedish Social Democratic women have produced. Make copies! Keep it in your purse for easy access and reference! Get empowered!       

Once upon a time it was an impossible thought that a woman should have the right to partake in society almost to the same extent as a man – but the impossible proved to be possible. 

Yet, as you are well aware, to ensure that women do not merely have equal rights with men, but also de facto equality in all areas, we still have work ahead of us. Nothing less than a revolution of consciousness is necessary. Together, we must make the notion of women as decision-makers, and men as caretakers … not a novelty, but something natural and ordinary. 

In spite her father assuring her that "girls don't do that," Finnbogadottir lived her dream – she became a female leader. Our job is to help the women of tomorrow to make their dreams a reality.

Thank you
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