Celebrate Democracy
One hundred years ago, something
fantastic happened. The Riksdag took
a decision to introduce universal
and equal suffrage. Many people
were involved in what has come to
be described as the most important
parliamentary decision of the 20th
century. The Riksdag is commemorating
the franchise reform in various ways
between 2018 and 2022. This exhibition
gives an insight into the historical events
that preceded the decision to introduce
universal and equal suffrage. A reform
that we would like to celebrate together
with you!
firademokratin.riksdagen.se
(celebratedemocracy.riksdagen.se)
#celebratedemocracy
Eva Andén (right) was Sweden’s first woman lawyer.
Here she is on her way to the polling station on election
day 1921 to vote together with her colleagues.
Photo: Reproduction KvinnSam, Gothenburg University
Illustration: Sara Teleman
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Once upon
a time...
Our modern democracy has existed
for approximately one hundred years.
However, the roots of representative
democracy go deeper than that. For as
long as there have been people living
in our country, there have been those
who have joined forces to express their
discontent and engage politically. The
journey to representative democracy has
progressed via court meetings, annual
village meetings and the Riksdag of the
Four Estates, to democracy where the
power in society proceeds from the
people. Traces of these pre-democratic
meeting places can be found in today’s
municipalities, regions and courts.
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Illustrations: AIX arkitekter
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The former First Chamber in the old
Riksdag building.
Photo: The Riksdag Administration
Illustrations: Sara Teleman

A long way to
suffrage
The path to universal and equal
suffrage was long and riddled with
obstacles. But in the first years of the
20th century the demands for suffrage
became increasingly vociferous.
Outside the Riksdag, petitions were
signed and demonstrations and
meetings for men’s, and later also
women’s, right to vote were held. In
the corridors of power, MPs wrote
motions on franchise reforms that
were rejected time and time again.
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Not without
the popular
movements
In the late 19th century, people around
Sweden started to come together with
the goal of changing society – in large
issues and small. The popular movements
became schools of practical democracy.
Freedom of religion, better conditions
on the labour market and an end to
intemperance were among the demands
promoted by the popular movements.
People felt that they could influence
developments and make their voices
heard. They acquired political experience
even though they did not have the right to
vote or be represented in the Riksdag. The
demands for a franchise reform increased.

IOGT temperance lodge.
Photo: Säfsnäs Local Heritage Society.
Order of Good Templars.
Photo: Västergötland Museum
Banners: Jönköping County popular
movements archive
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The photo shows politicians
in Gävle setting off on an
election tour in 1911.
Photo: Archive Gävleborg

One man, one
gun, one vote
In 1901, national military service was
introduced for men in Sweden. This
provoked a debate on the fact that
obligations in society should go handin-hand with certain rights. If you
are expected to die fighting for your
country, you should also have the
right to vote, was an argument that
was heard in the debate. In Sweden,
most men over the age of 24 were
given the right to vote in 1909. But
until 1918, men with wealth had many
more votes in the municipal elections
than those with lower incomes.

KSIDAN”

Pamphlet published by the
Social Democratic Party in
connection with the 1910
municipal and county
council elections.
The image shows how
voting rights worked – rich
people had more votes
than the less well-off.
The image has been cut.
Source: Archive Gävleborg
Illustrations: AIX
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Women’s suffrage posters,
pamphlets and postcards.
Source: Signe Bergman collection,
The Riksdag Administration
Illustrations: Sara Teleman and AIX

New technology
spreads
the message
The Swedish struggle for suffrage was
peaceful. Prominent men and women
travelled throughout the country with
the aim of shaping opinion in favour
of universal and equal suffrage. The
railways, telegraph system and bicycles
helped them to spread their message. The
National Association for Women’s Suffrage
(LKPR) had members throughout Sweden
and succeeded, in 1913, in collecting
350,000 signatures in favour of universal
and equal suffrage.
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Conflict leads to
parliamentary
government
In the early 1910s, Prime Minister Karl
Staaff led the last government to fall
because it lacked the confidence of the
King.
In 1914, after he and King Gustav V
ended up in a constitutional conflict
known as the Palace Yard crisis, the
Prime Minister resigned. Three years
later, Liberal Prime Minister Nils Edén
made King Gustaf V promise to stop
intervening in government power.
This marked the full breakthrough
of parliamentary government, which
in the modern sense means that a
government must be tolerated by the
elected representatives in parliament.

On 6 February 1914, 30,000
demonstrators showed their
support for the King. In a speech
in the Palace yard, King Gustaf V
condemned the incumbent
government’s defence policies.
Photo: TT
Illustrations: Sara Teleman and AIX
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Breakthrough in
unsettled times
The situation in Sweden and the
rest of Europe was very unsettled
at the end of the First World War.
Food shortages prevailed and there
was widespread disease. People
demanded change. The threat of
revolution led to increasing support
for reforms, even from the King and
representatives of industry and trade.
The advent of universal and equal
suffrage was near.

On 2 June 1918, the Gothenburg Association for Women’s
Suffrage demonstrated against the fact that the Riksdag had
once again rejected a bill in favour of universal and equal
suffrage.
Photo: Anna Backlund Signe Bergman collection, the Riksdag
Administration

On 5 June 1917, 10,000 people gathered in order to demonstrate
in connection with the Riksdag’s debate on the food crisis. The
leader of the Social Democratic Party Hjalmar Branting tried to
calm down agitated demonstrators at Gustav Adolfs torg.
Photo: TT Illustrations: Sara Teleman and AIX
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The advent
of democracy
A first decision in principle to introduce
universal and equal suffrage was taken
by the Riksdag one late evening in
December 1918. It was also decided to
discontinue the old system of incomerelated votes in municipal elections.
From 1919, all women and men who
were of age had one vote each in the
elections to the municipal councils.
After two further decisions by the
Riksdag in 1919 and 1921, the first
democratic parliamentary election was
held in September 1921, with extended
voting and eligibility rights for both
women and men. This marked the true
advent of democracy.

On election day in 1921, both men
and women could go to the polls.
Photo: SVT Archive Sales

The National Association for
Women’s Suffrage celebrate the
victory for suffrage at the Royal
Academy of Music in Stockholm.
At the rostrum stands Ellen Key.
Photo: Signe Bergman collection,
The Riksdag Administration
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Kerstin Hesselgren and Elisabeth
Tamm outside the Riksdag on their
first day at work on 10 January 1922.
Photo: SVT Archive Sales
Illustration: Sara Teleman

Pioneers but
no rookies
Kerstin Hesselgren, Elisabeth Tamm,
Nelly Thüring, Bertha Wellin and
Agda Östlund have made history as
Sweden’s first five female members
of the Riksdag. Despite being
pioneers, these women were no
political novices. Their qualifications
bear witness to great civic engage
ment and political knowledge.

Photographs, from top: Kerstin
Hesselgren, Elisabeth Tamm,
Bertha Wellin, Nelly Thüring,
Agda Östlund
Photo: The Riksdag Administration
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In 1976, many immigrants were given
the opportunity to vote in municipal and
county council elections for the first time.
Photo: Roland Jansson, TT

The requirement of having completed
one’s military service in order to be able
to vote was removed in 1922.
Photo: The Army Museum
Illustrations: Sara Teleman

Step by step
Through the ages, individuals and
groups having been excluded
from political influence for various
reasons. The decision on universal
and equal suffrage did not
automatically give all adults the right
to vote in 1921. Step by step the
right to vote, eligibility for election
and other political rights have been
extended and become more equal.
Today, all Swedish citizens who
have reached the age of 18 are
entitled to vote in elections to the
Riksdag. Individuals without Swedish
citizenship can vote in municipal and
county council elections if they have
lived in the municipality for at least
three years.
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