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SWEDISH SAGAS
ByAllan Carlson

"NEW IDEAS IN FAMILY POLICY:

A PRESENTATION TO MEMBERS

OF SWEDEN'S PARLIAMENT"

In 1932, the young economist Gunnar Myrdal wrote
an important article for the Swedishidea-journal, Spek-

trum. Entided "Social-politikens dilemma," the article
laid out the argument for a radical new form ofsocialen
gineering.

Over the prior decade, Myrdal said, policy experts
armed with the new apparatus ofsocial science research
had called for policies that would prevent social prob
lems from emerging, rather than confront these prob
lems after they existed. This preventative approach to
social policyrequired the radical rebuilding ofhuman in
stitutions. As Myrdal argued: "When based on human-
oriented valuepremisesand a rational social science,pre
ventive social policy leads to the natural union of the
correct technical with the politically radical solution."
Myrdal pointed specifically to Sweden's family crisis of

(Continued onpa£e 2.)

TAXING THE FAMILY: A FAIRY

TALE WITH LESSONS FOR THE

U.S.A.

Once upon atime, there was ahappy and prosperous
Kingdom, filledwith contented families and beauti

ful children. The landwas ruled bya wise and kindly old
King. This King had a venerable Prime Minister, as well,
who had been in office even during the reign of the old
King's father. Some people from other lands criticized
the Kingdom for beingtoo generous to itssubjects. Yet,
by every measure, this Kingdom was perhaps the richest
on earth. The Kingdom's workshops made and sold
wonderful things that all the world wanted. Others came
from nearby lands to work in thisfelicitous place. The old
PrimeMinister called thisland"The People'sHome." As
hispredecessor had once explained: "It isa matter ofcre
ating comfort and well-being..., making [the home]
good and warm, light and cheerful and free. To a woman
there should be no more attractive mission.'"

(Continued onpa^e 6.)
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NEW IDEAS IN FAMILY POLICY
(Continuedfrom pa^e I.)

the 1930's, seen most vividly in the
falling birthrate, as an example of
what he called "social lag": where an
old institution — the family — had
failed to adjust to new socialand eco
nomic realities. Here, in particular,
social science would lead to the over

throw of the traditional family ways
and the creation of a new reality
grounded in radical policy solution.•

Gunnar and AlvaMyrdal made sev
eral intellectual errors in crafting their
family and population policies for
Sweden during the 1930's: mistakes
discussed in some detail in my book,
The Swedish Experiment in Family
Politics: IJje Myrdalsand theInterwar
Population Crisis. But their biggest
error, I believe, was this assumption
that social science would show the

weakness or failure of traditional in

stitutions and affirm the need for rad

ical poliq' solutions. In trudi, mod
ern social science actually shows tlie
power, value, and necessit\' of tradi
tional family arrangements: specifical
ly,it shows marriage to be the gi\'er of•
health, wealtlt, and success to adults,
and this social science research also

shows that children who grow up
with their married natural parents are
healthier, happier, and more success
ful in school and in life than children

living in any otlier circumstance.
Let me be more specific. New re

search shows:

• that children growing up with
their mai-ried natural parents
arc die least likely to be sexual
ly, physically, or mentally
abused (indeed, one Canadian
study finds children li\ing in
stepparent or single-parent
families to be at 40 times

greater risk ofabuse);^

• that children in married couple
homes are the least likely to at
tempt suicide;^

• that children li\ing with their
natural, married parents are far

less likely to abuse alcohol or
use illegal, mind-altering
drugs;'

that children in married couple
homes are the least likely to
commit delinquent or criminal

These social^iftsfrom

traditionalfamily stmcttires

extend to adults, as well.

Here, too, wefind that

married parents are healthier,

in mind and body, than their

cohabitatinjj, never-married,

or divoixed counterparts.

• that children in married cou
ple, natural parent homes are
much more likelyto be
healdiy and happy and to do
well in school dian cliildren
reared in any other setting.^

• And that all measures ofchild
wellbeing show, on balance,
negative or damaging turns
following divorce.^

These social gifts from traditional
family structures extend to adults, as
well. Here, too, we find tliat married
parents are healthier, in mind and
body, tlian tlieir cohabitating, never-
married, or divorced counterparts.^
We find that among divorced adults,
physical and mental health also dete
riorate, among women and men
alike.^

Some of the data I cite here comes

from the United States and Canada,
some from European and interna

tional surveys. Allow me, at this
point, to provide some specific exam
ples of recent social reseai'ch regard
ing Sweden which underscore my
point.

• First, from the journal Social
Science and Medicine(2000):
"Whether they lived in Swe
den, wliich has generous wel
fare benefits for single moth
ers, or Great Britain, which has
considerably lessgenerous wel
fare benefits, single mothers
hadsignificandy poorerhealth
dian married modiers. This

health gap held constant be
tween 1979 and 1995. Lone

modiers had between 61 and

74 percent greater health risks
than married mothers in

Britain, and between 39 and
92 percent greater risk in Swe
den.""'

• Second, from Ilje American
Journal ofEpidemiology
(1989): A research team at the
University of Godienberg
found diat married Swedish

men live longer than divorced
and never-married Swedish

men. Looking at the health
statistics for about 8,000 mid
dle-aged Swedish males, the
researchers found die married

men to ha\'e a mortality' rate of
9 percent compared to 20 per
cent for divorced men.

"Death from alcoholism and

liver cirrhosis, as well as suicide
and other violent death, were
all considerably more common
in divorced men" than among
the married. So were cancer

and cardiovascular or heart

disease."

• Third, from TIjc Journal of
Socio Economics (1997): The
researcher found that "the
higher die rate of Christians in
a Si\ edish city, the lower the
rates ofdi\'orce, abortion,
non-payment ofdebt, and
children born out ofwed
lock." Moreover, even non-
religiousSwedeswith a high



number of religious neighbors
acted different than their
counterparts in other cities
with less-reli^ous neighbors.
They, too, were much less like
lyto get divorced, have an
abortion, begeta child out of
wedlock, or default on a
debt.^^

• And fourth, from one of the
world's premiermedical jour
nals, The Lancet{2003)^ rc-
search results that might ha\'e
drawTi press attention here. A
study ofover 1 million Swedish
children between 1991 and
1999 found that "children
with single parents showedin
creasedrisks ofps)^chiatric dis
ease,suicideor suicide attempt,
injury, and addiction." Even
after adjusting for factors such
as socioeconomic status and
parents' health status, the arti
cle reports that "children in
single-parent households [still]
had increased risks compared
with those in two-parent
households for psychiatric dis
ease in childlaood, suicide at
tempts, alcohol-related [and]
narcotics-related disease...[and]
mortality" [death!].''

What do social science studies such
as these tell us regarding public poli
cy? If the state's goals are to aim at
household equality', encourage hu
man health, happiness, and success,
renew the population through chil
dren, and give children the best pos
sible start in life, the Swedish govern
ment should:

• Encourage tlie marriage of
young men and women and
the long-term maintenance of
married-couple homes;

• Discourage divorce and the
unstable stams ofcohabitation;
and

• Welcome the presence of tradi
tionallyreligious people.

Thesepolicies are in the state'sbest
interestand tlieyare the logical prod

uct ofsocial science investigation.
How might you, as lawmakers,

gain access to this sortof data? I can
point you to three powerful sources:

• First, I referyou to The Family
Portrait: A Compilation of
Data, Research, and Public
Opinion on the Family, recent
lypublished byThe Family
Research Council ofWashing-
ton, DC. This book contains
a wealth of research findings
showing die positi\'e social
gifts of the traditional family
and the great price paid when
it is abandoned. The majority
of the data in this source is
American, but not all. In
every case, the research finding
is backed bya full citation of
the source. It is an easilyused
and effecti\'e tool for legisla
tors and journalists.'^

• Second, The Howard Center
pro\'ides a CD-ROM contain
ing the abstracts, or sum
maries,ofabout 1000 journal
articles from around the globe
in the fields ofsociology^, psy
chology', and medicine. While
called The New Research Dig
ital Archive ofThe Family in
America, it is international in
scope. These research findings
sho^\' the positive po^\'er of the
tarruly. Asimple key-word
search can be used to call up
specific research findings such
as "marriage" and "health."
Again, it is a useful tool for
lawmakers to mobilize social
science research on behalfot
families.'"

• Third, 1 want to bring your at
tention to a related resource,
available on-line \ia the world-
Mdeweb. This is the Family
and Society Database, devel
oped byThe Heritage Foun
dation ofWasliington, DC, in.
cooperation withThe Howard
Center. Tliis database includes
many of die abstracts found on
the CD-ROM, plus others. It
can also be searched via key
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word or subject categories. It
is available, without cost,
through The Howard Center's
website at mvw.profam.or^
(click on the "NewResearch"
iconat the upper right of the
Homepage).

Allow me to turn to one other mat
ter. A great issue facing Sweden, and
the European Community as awhole
in the early years of the21st centuryis
the same issue analyzed by Alva and
Gunnar Myrdal in the 1930's: the
falling birthrate, or depopulation.

Curiously, the United States is the
only developed nation in die world
which recorded an increase in its to
tal fertility rate between 1981 and
2000: from an average of 1.81 chil
dren born per woman in 1981 to
2.10 in 2000, an increase of 16 per
cent, just back to the replacement or
zero-growth level. This fertility in
crease was not a function of Ameri
ca's greater edinicor racial diversity.
Indeed, the increase in fertility
among Americans of European
stock was actually higher than this,
or 19 percent, to 2.065. Since
1996, even the U.S. marital fertility
rate has been climbing, something
not seen since 1957.

Briefly, why is this happening? And
are there polic)' lessons for other na
tions?

Part of die explanation is the high
er degree of religious identification
and behavior shown by Americans,
compared to other developed peo
ples. But family creation asanexpres
sion of religious beliefalso requires a
favorable policy environment. What
American public policies appear to
make a difTerence? I see three:

1) First, the joint taxation of mar
ried couples, also known as income
splitting. In general. United States
tax lawstill requires that marriedcou
ples file a joint tax remrn, where tax
brackets are substantially wider for
joint returns than for individual re
turns. Between 1948 and 1969, the
U.S. had a system of pure income
splitting, where income tax brackets
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were fully twice as wide for married
couples as for single persons. Such
policy treats marriage as a true eco
nomic partnership (just as any other
business partnership) and recognizes
and protects spouses who devote
themselves to labor in the home, such
as childcare. There is good evidence
that this law encouraged both the
Marriage Boom of this period and,
indirecdy, the Baby Boom where the
U.S. total fertility rate nearly dou
bled. The weakeningofincomesplit
ting in the U.S. coincidedwith falling
marriage and fertility rates. The most
recent American tax reform act of

2001 took steps toward restoring full
income splitting by reducing the so-
called "marriage penalty."

Sweden had a similar policy before
1971, the year in which your nation
switched to mandatory individual re
turns. What you may not know is
that Swedish socialanalysts are nearly
unanimous in seeing the abandon
ment of income splitting and the
joint return as — in Sven Steinmo's
words — "the most significant" and
"radical" reform of the turbulent

1970*s, because "it meant that the
Swedish tax system would ignore
family circumstances" in calculating
tax burden. And in the case ofmod

ern taxation, to "ignore" usually
means to damage and discourage.

2) Second, tax exemptions and
credits for children. The effect of the

child-allowance (or barnbidra^) on
encouraging fertility is minimal, at
best; some recent European analysts
find no positive effects at alU^ In
contrast, there is evidence that the tax
exemption for dependent children
found in the U.S. tax code has a "ro

bust" or strong effect on fertility.
When the realvalueofthis exemption
has risen, U.S. fertility rose also;when
its real value fell, so did fertility. Ana
lyst Leslie Whittington shows that a
10 percent rise in the exemptions real
value generates 8 percent more
births. Whittington explains this by
noting that the exemption (now at
about $3000 per child) provides

about 15 percent of the annual cost
ofraising a child.'® In 1997, the U.S.
Congress also created an additional
child tax credit: $400 per child then;
$600 per child in 2003; and current
ly scheduled to reach $1,000 by
2010. Preliminary results suggest
that this credit has a pronatalisteffect,
as well.

Over 97percent ofhomeschool

students haveparents who are

married, compared to a 72

percentfigure nationwide.

Sixty-tivo percent of

homeschoolin^families have

three or more children,

compared to only 20 percent of

the nationwide sample.

In fairness to Gunnar Myrdal,
whom 1criticized earlier, 1should note
that he was the primary author in
1936 ofa government report on fam
ilytaxation that had many good ideas:
indeed, ideas f^ly close to those now
found in my country; and in some
ways, better stiU. Issuedby the Popu
lation Commission of 1935, tlie re
port proposed a large increase in the
tax deduction for all children; and for
third, fourth, and subsequent chil
dren, the report suggested doubling
the base tax deduction again. It also
proposed a new tax that would fall
largely on the unmarried and the
childless. Myrdal was deeply disap
pointed when the government reject
ed the tax aspects of his population
program." Youmight lookat thisplan
again.

3) My third example is home-
schooling. This development is
growing rapidly in the U.S.: over two
million children are now home-

schooled, a number growing at about
15 percent a year. Homeschooling
can be called the most important
American folk movement (or
folkrbrelse) ofthe last20 years, but the
process seems to be little understood
in Europe. Most non-American ob
serversworry that the children willbe
too sheltered or isolated. In feet, sur
vey after survey show homeschooled
students to be — on average— more
involved in group activitiesthan their
counterparts in the state schools.
And the educational results are im

pressive. In grades one through four,
according to a University of Mary
land study, median test scores for
homeschooled children are a full

grade above those of public and pri
vate school students. By grade eight
(or die age of 13), the median scores
of homeschoolers are almost four

grade levels above those ofchildren in
state and private schools.

The more important traitsofhome-
schoolingmay be the social and femil-
ial. Over 97 percent of homeschool
students have parents who are mar
ried, compared to a 72 percent figure
nationwide. Sixty-two percent of
homeschooling families have three or
more children, compared to only 20
percent of the nationwide sample. A
full third (33.5 percent) of home-
schooling families actually have four
or more children, compared to but sLx
percentnationwide. Theseareunusu
allychild-rich (barnrika) families.^"

Are ±ese examples ofeffective pro-
family and pro-natalist policies rele
vant to Sweden in this time? That is,
of course, for you to judge, not for
me. But 1 suggest that they may be.

More broadly, 1 urge you to trust
social science. Honest research, hon
estly reported, reinforces the tremen
dous social power and positive giftsof
the traditional, or natural, family, one
built on marriage and an openness to
the birth ofchildren. HH
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Jane Lewis and Gertrude Astrom ar
gue that the "most important
change designed to promote
women's employment was the intro
duction of separate taxation.'"® Us
ing a different interpretive lens, it is
fair to conclude that Sweden's cur

rent regime of few and weak mar
riages, fragile homes, widespread co
habitation, extensive day care, low
fertility,and universalemployment of
young mothers derives— to a signif
icant degree — from this one change
in tax policy.

Why should we care? Sweden is a
relatively small country with a popu
lation about half that of Illinois.

Does the Swedish example really
matter?

It does. First, Sweden is the model
held up by virtually all Americans ar
guing for a radical change in this na
tion's family structure and/or frmily
policy. Sweden is "the progressive al-

' Quoted in Jane Lewis and Gertrude
Astrom, "Equalit)', Difference, andState
Welfare: Labor Market and Family Policies
in Sweden," Feminist Studies 18 (Spring
1992): 65.

^ From: Lewis and Astrom, "Equality, Dif
ference,and State Welf^e," p. 67. The
margin^ tax rate for two-income house
holds became 68 percent.

^ On the unique stamsofSweden in this re
gard, see: Irene Dingeldey, "International
ComparisonofTxx Sj'stems and their Im
pact on the Work-Family Balancing,"at
http://www.iatge.de/aktuellveroefF/am/
dingelOOb.pdf.

* Kerstin Sorensen and Christina Bergq\ist,
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(Stockholm: Arbetslivsinstitutet, 2002): 8;
Lewis andAstrom, "Equality, Difference,
and State Welfare," p. 66; and Annika
Baude, "Public Policyand Changing Fami
ly Patterns in Sweden, 1930-1977," in Jean
Lipman-Blumen and Jessie Bemard, eds.
SexRolesand SocialPolicy: A ComplexSo
cial Science Equation (BeverlyHills:Sage

ternative," "the feminist paradise,"
the "one nation that takes gender
equality seriously," the home of uni
versal day care, paid parental leave,
and purposeful gender-role engineer
ing. Given this status, it is vitally im
portant that advocates for traditional
families understand the origin and
content ofthe Swedish model.

Second, this story about Sweden
underscores the ideologically charged
nature ofmodern taxation. Given the

vast intrusion of tax collection into

dailyUfe, taxpolicy isno longer simply
about the bestor most efficientwayto
raise funds to pay for necessary gov
ernment functions. Tax policy today
isjust asmuch about the nature ofthe
social order and the direction in which

this (or any)societywillmove. Twen
ty-first century tax policycan reflect a
normative social order or it can engi
neer it in one or another direction.

But it cannot be impartial.
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