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Chapter I 

Introduction 

The present study is about the Swedish Save the Children Fund, Rädda Barnen. 

Rädda Barnen performs good deeds; few people would disagree with that state-

ment, and organizations such as Rädda Barnen are often seen as the bearers of 

humanitarian work and ideologies. The purpose of this study is to see how the 

performance of good deeds by Rädda Barnen is forwarded in history in relation 

to the ambition to aid exposed and vulnerable children. During the period of time 

covered here, 1938-1956, Rädda Barnen grew into an organization of both na-

tional and international importance. This position enabled the organization not 

only to provide help on a large scale; it also implied more and more complex de-

cision-making processes in respect to where and to whom help should be pro-

vided. Against this background, it is interesting to explore the rationale behind 

the decisions. Furthermore, to reach this position the organization had to gain the 

trust of authorities, as well as obtain donors and financial support. Concurrently 

with such achievements, the organization also needed to create its space in rela-

tion to other organizations, both nationally and internationally. Moreover, Rädda 

Barnen had to adjust to changing social and cultural conditions during the period 

in question, such as the situation during WWII and the developing Swedish wel-

fare state after the war. How did factors as these form and influence the processes 

that shaped the Swedish Save the Children Fund, Rädda Barnen? In the follow-

ing I will outline the structure of my study and define my scholarly quest. Let me 

begin by presenting the background in Sweden, where Rädda Barnen developed 

and carried out its activities. 
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Background 

Rädda Barnen has existed and performed relief work both in Sweden and abroad 

since the first part of the last century. We will start here by looking at from where 

and under what circumstances the original branch, the Save the Children Fund, 

was established. Only a few months afterwards, the Swedish branch, Rädda Ba-

rnen, was founded, and the circumstances surrounding this will also be accounted 

for. We will also see how Rädda Barnen expanded during 1938-1956 and what 

the political situation in Sweden was during this period. However, let us start by 

considering the origins of Save the Children Fund. 

The Save the Children Fund originated from the anti-war movement that 

emerged in Britain prior to WWI. One result of this movement was the estab-

lishment of one organization, The Union of Democratic Control, which was 

founded only a few hours after the outbreak of WWI.
1
 It is from this organization 

one can trace the origins of the Save the Children Fund. The Union of Democ-

ratic Control was critical of how the British Government was conducting its for-

eign politics and argued that the decision to join WWI had been taken without 

the support of the British people. The Union of Democratic Control wanted to 

prevent this from ever happening again and wanted a peace treaty created and 

outlined that would prevent any feelings of revenge. It was a radical and pro-

vocative organization, and the British Government felt a need to defend its deci-

sions owing to the critique put forward. The members of The Union of Democ-

ratic Control were accused of being traitors, and the organization was on one oc-

casion called ―The Union of Dirty Snakes and Traitors‖. When its leader and 

founder, Edmund Morel, was imprisoned, accused of spreading propaganda that 

threatened the national security, another organization, Fight the Famine Council, 

was created by the two sisters Dorothy Buxton and Eglantyne Jebb, among oth-

ers. Some of The Union of Democratic Control members, for instance Dorothy 

Buxton‘s husband, Charles Roden Buxton, Labour MP, joined the Fight the Fam-

ine Council. The purpose of this organization was to try to persuade the British 

Government to dissolve the blockade against the enemy countries, because it af-

fected innocent people, many of whom were children. In a book of poems written 

                                                 

 
1
 Swartz Marvin, The Union of Democratic Control in British Politics during the First World War, Lon-

don 1971. Passim  
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by Eglantyne Jebb, she calls one of her poems ―The Massacre of the innocents‖, 

meaning the children who suffered during the blockade.
2
 However, the two sis-

ters did not think it was enough to try to persuade the British Government to 

break up the blockade, they thought more direct help was needed, especially for 

the children. On Dorothy Buxton‘s initiative, but with Eglantyne Jebb realizing 

the plan, the Save the Children Fund was established in 1919.
3
   

At least at the outset, the British Save the Children Fund seems to have been 

influenced by the radical movement. In a recollection of the time, Anna-Lenah 

Elgström, one of the co-founders of the Swedish branch of Rädda Barnen, points 

out that the first time she heard of Eglantyne Jebb and the Save the Children 

Fund was during a conference held by the International Women‘s Association for 

Peace and Freedom
4
 in Zurich in 1919. It was reported via telegram to the mem-

bers of the conference that Eglantyne Jebb had been arrested in England for dis-

tributing pictures of starving Austrian children.
5
 Just as members of The Union 

of Democratic Control had been, Save the Children Fund members in Britain 

were at first considered disloyal to the country owing to their mission to also help 

the children of the enemy.
6
 The campaigns to obtain funds were also performed 

in a far more aggressive way by the British organization than by the Swedish.
7
 

As we can see, the original organization tried to get attention by being radical 

and deliberately provocative. Anna-Lenah Elgström did not think this would be 

possible in Sweden, but she was impressed by the efficiency of the British or-

ganization.
8
 

Only a few months after establishment of the Save the Children Fund in Eng-

land, a branch was established in Sweden: Rädda Barnen. The Save the Children 

Fund expanded rapidly in other countries and a need to co-ordinate the different 

member countries‘ work was recognized by Eglantyne Jebb. This resulted in the 

establishment of Union International de Secours aux Enfants, UISE, also in 1920. 

For Eglantyne Jebb, it was important that international co-operation be per-

formed, as she believed that children were the common responsibility of every-

one. The welfare of children was a universal responsibility. Yet the international 

                                                 

 
2
 Jebb Eglantyne, The Real enemy, London 1928, pp 28. 

3
 Wilson Francesca M, Rebel Daughter of a Country House: Founder of the Save the Children Fund, 

London 1967,  pp 173. 
4
 Internationella kvinnoförbundet för fred och frihet. 

5
 Rädda Barnen, Annual report no 6, 15

th
 of June 1920, article by Anna-Lenah Elgström 

6
 Jebb Eglantyne, Save this Child!  London 1929, p 28 

7
 Rädda Barnens Medlemsblad no 6, 15

th
 of June 1920 

8
 Ibidem 
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union was also established for practical reasons, to ensure that the different 

member countries did not overlap in their work.
9
 The organization had most of 

its supporters from the Labour party, but also from different religious groups 

such as the Quakers and theosophists.  

The relief work carried out by the Swedish branch, Rädda Barnen was mostly 

directed to Austria and Germany, but to some extent to Russia and Hungary as 

well. However, in 1924, the Swedish organization decided to withdraw from in-

ternational relief work due to a lack of funds.
10

 During the interwar years, most 

of the activities were carried out in Sweden. At the outbreak of WWII, Rädda 

Barnen began increasing its activities, and the organization grew significantly, 

both in size and influence.  

By the end of 1937, Rädda Barnen had 260 members which by 1941 had in-

creased to 904. During 1943, this figure increased to 11, 250 members, and by 

the end of 1944, the organization had 15,000 members.
11

 As we can see, a sig-

nificant raise in the number of members took place towards the end of the war. A 

possible explanation could be that as the war progressed, information about the 

circumstances children lived under became increasingly available. After the war, 

up until 1947, the largest increase in memberships took place, and by 1947 the 

number of members had reached 47,000.
12

 The post war years brought informa-

tion about the plight of children in Europe. The Swedish Government also began 

taking an interest in relief work, which may have contributed to the augmented 

interest in providing relief for children. 

In 1948, the number of members declined somewhat, and the organization lost 

2000 of its members. From 1948 to 1952, the number of members decreased 

from 45,000 to 39,000. From 1953-1956, there are no record of the number of 

members in the organization‘s annual reports.
13

 It was not only in terms of num-

ber of members that Rädda Barnen expanded, the organization also expanded 

geographically. In 1939, the organization established 4 local branches, which by 

1946 had increased to 150, and these covered most parts of Sweden. By this 

time, local branches had also been established by Swedish people living in 

Finland and Norway.
14

  

                                                 

 
9
 The Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnens medlemsblad, no 8, 1920-08-15 

10
 The Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen  medlemsblad 1924 

11
 The Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Annual reports 1937-1944 

12
 Ibidem 

13
 The Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Annual reports 1937-1956 

14
 Ibidem 
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The declining number of members was apparently a cause of concern within the 

organization. In 1950 and 1956, the declining number of members was discussed 

within Rädda Barnen.  One reason for declining membership was probably, that 

in 1950, the Swedish European Relief, which had been established by non-

governmental organizations in Sweden in 1946, was undergoing liquidation. The 

purpose of this organization had been to co-ordinate and collect money for the 

non-governmental organizations‘ relief work. The Swedish European Relief 

never carried out any relief actions on its own, the association was set up to han-

dle collections and distribute these amongst non-governmental organizations in 

Sweden. When this organization was liquidated, non-governmental organizations 

such as Rädda Barnen were left to fend for themselves. This meant taking over 

their own publicity and gathering their own funds.
15

  

Rädda Barnen‘s expansion took place under the leadership of Margit Levin-

son.  In biographical lexica, she is described as having a strong and forceful per-

sonality. Under her leadership, Rädda Barnen developed into an association with 

many international activities.
16

 Apart from being the chairwoman of Rädda Ba-

rnen, she was also a member of the board of the Swedish Committee for Interna-

tional Relief, established by the Swedish Government in 1944, with the purpose 

of co-ordinating and supporting Swedish relief work. She was a member of the 

board of Central Aid for Finland,
17

 which was established by the Government to 

deal with relief work directed towards Finland.  She also became the chairwoman 

of the Swedish European Relief, which as mentioned was established by non-

governmental organizations and other associations in Sweden in 1946. During 

this period, she also became one of the Deputy Secretary generals for Rädda Ba-

rnen‘s international union, the International Union for Child Welfare, IUCW 

(previously UISE). 

As we have seen, the organization grew rapidly and local branches were estab-

lished in many parts of Sweden. An annual meeting was held every year, where 

for instance members of the central board were chosen. No record of these meet-

ings has been found, but brief accounts are given in Rädda Barnen‘s annual re-

ports. The local branches seem to have been represented at these meetings and 

                                                 

 
15

 The Swedish National Archives Rädda Barnen, Enclosure to Minutes no 1 20/1-1950. 
16

 The information is obtained from Svenskt Biografiskt lexikon, band 22. Stockholm 1977-79 and Svens-

ka Män och Kvinnor, Stockholm 1954. 
17

 Centrala Finlandshjälpen 
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the representatives participated in conferences, where different matters concern-

ing the outlining of the organization‘s work were brought up. These conferences 

appear to have been held in conjunction with the annual meetings. To what ex-

tent the local branches could influence the outlining of the organization‘s work is 

not clear, but given that a large number of branches attended, it is likely that 

some kind of referendum system was in place. During the whole period of time 

covered in the present study, Margit Levinson‘s position as chairwoman never 

seem to have been challenged. Another sign of the organization‘s expansion was 

the apparent need to increase the number of members of the board. During this 

period, the board of the organization also expanded; in 1940 it had 13 members, 

which by 1946 had increased to 17 board members and 2 accountants. In addi-

tion, in 1946 the board also had 8 deputy members and 2 deputy accountants.
18

  

The board was dominated by women, even though approximately one third of 

the board members were men. The members seem to have been drawn mostly 

from the Swedish political elite, upper class and intellectual class. Examples of 

members are the ex foreign minister‘s wife, Maja Sandler, a county governor‘s 

wife,  Göta Hansen, the baroness and author Marika Stiernstedt, Capten Olof 

Segerfeldt and the senior accountant of the Bank of Sweden, Ebbe Wallenborg; 

in 1948, teacher Aina Erlander, the Swedish Prime Minister Tage Erlander‘s 

wife, also became a member of the board. Two women, Mrs Greta Strömbom 

and Mrs Agnes Söderquist, were also members of the board.
19

  

The rapid expansion did lead to criticism of Rädda Barnen, and during the 

war, for instance, the Swedish Teachers Association and some Swedish newspa-

pers accused the organization of making charity into an industry. Doubts were 

expressed that the organization really had humanitarianism as its main goal, and 

the organization was also accused of having too high expenditures. Margit Lev-

inson defended Rädda Barnen, stating that the expenditures were reasonable con-

sidering the kind of activities the organization performed.
20

 Whatever the case 

may have been in these matters, Rädda Barnen had grown rapidly in Sweden dur-

ing the war years, but even more so after the war. This new position enabled the 

organization to have an influence on various issues concerning children, during 

                                                 

 
18

 Rädda Barnen‘s annual reports…the examples are taken from 1940, 1946 and 1948. 
19

 Rädda Barnen‘s annual reports…the examples are taken from 1940, 1946 and 1948. 
20

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes 15th of June 1942, Svensk Lärar tidning, no 23 

1942 
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this period of time. Let us now take a brief look at the situation in Sweden during 

this period: 1938- 1956. 

The situation in Sweden 1938-1956 

At the outbreak of the war, the Swedish Government declared the country neu-

tral, and a Coalition Government was established. After 1938, the Social Democ-

rats were in the majority in the Swedish Parliament, which of course increased 

their influence. The desire to work in agreement was still present among the dif-

ferent parties during the war. This changed after the armistice, and according to 

historian Karl Molin, the debates between politicians in Sweden then became ag-

gressive and blocs were created among the various parties.
21

 However, during the 

war, the Coalition Government decided that Sweden‘s independence and peace 

should be maintained via neutrality, military rearmament and ―spiritual fellow-

ship‖/national identity.
22

 

Most of the Government members believed that the safest way for a small 

country to survive was to remain neutral. This was put to the test when the Rus-

sians attacked Finland during the winter of 1939-1940. Strong forces existed 

within the Government that felt a Swedish intervention was called for. One of 

these forces was the social democrat and ex foreign minister Rickard Sandler. 

However, the Swedish standpoint on Finland became the following: ―no military 

intervention, but as much help as possible in the form of war material, financial 

loans and transit conveyances.‖ Opinions about this differed among the Govern-

ment members depending on how the actual threat was perceived and on what 

the Russians‘ intentions were considered to be. The question of whether or not a 

danger of attack on Sweden existed appears to have been the core of the problem 

in deciding what standpoint to take on the issue of supporting Finland.
23

 

With respect to whether or not Sweden should comply with German demands 

for concessions, no such confusion existed. If Sweden did not comply with Ger-

man demands, the risk that Sweden would be attacked was considered to be 

                                                 

 
21

 Ekman Stig red: Stormaktstryck och småtstatspolitik: Aspekter på svensk politik under andra världskri-

get. Stockholm 1986.  Karl Molin, Konflikt och samförstånd i svensk inrikespolitik under andra världs-

kriget, pp12 
22

 Ekman Stig red: Stormaktstryck och småtstatspolitik: Aspekter på svensk politik under andra världskri-

get. Stockholm 1986.  Karl Molin, Konflikt och samförstånd i svensk inrikespolitik under andra världs-

kriget, pp13 
23

 Ibidem 
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overwhelming. However, uncertainty as to whether the general Swedish public 

would agree apparently existed within the Government. In the press release re-

vealing that the Swedish Government had said ―yes‖ to German transit convoys 

passing through the country, an attempt was made to extenuate the issue. Starting 

in 1940, two million German soldiers on leave and 100,000 railway-carriages 

containing German war material passed through Sweden during the duration of 

the three-year period. In 1941, the Germans were also allowed to let a fully 

armed division of soldiers pass through Sweden from Norway to Finland. This 

was not an uncomplicated issue, and it did created a crisis in Swedish domestic 

politics.
24

 When the Allied Forces requested to pass through Sweden to Finland, 

this was declined by the Swedish Coalition Government. At this time, Sweden 

was somewhat humiliated after having complied with Germans demands and 

compromised its neutrality, and did not want a repetition of this and suspected 

that the chief motivation was the control of the industrial capacity in northern 

Sweden.
25

 The Swedish Government wanted Sweden to keep its independence 

and neutrality, but as we have seen this was not an easy position to uphold. Ac-

cording to historian Stig Ekman, Sweden enforced foreign policies that took 

more consideration to powerful political realities than to stipulated regulations 

concerning neutrality.
26

 Whatever the case may be, during 1941-1944 Sweden 

was surrounded by German military forces, and, according to Stig Ekman, the 

policies enforced were designed to give Germany as little reason to attack the 

country as possible.
27

  

During 1943, the situation changed and the Allies started putting more pres-

sure on Sweden to, for instance, cut down on business dealings with Germany 

and stop allowing German transits via Sweden. The Swedish Government was 

hesitant about meeting the Allies‘ demands, as doing so might compromise the 

credibility of Swedish neutrality. There was another side to this, of course: Swed-

ish business and industry were dependent on German imports. If these were to be 

cut off, it would mean a lack of supplies in Sweden and a risk for increased un-
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employment.
28

 The Swedish Foreign Office seems to have been adamant about 

maintaining Sweden‘s independence in relation to the Allies.
29

 We will see fur-

ther examples of this here, but for now let us just establish that the Allies did put 

pressure on Sweden to cut down on its dealings with Germany during the war. 

The Americans started a campaign against Sweden in an attempt to stop the 

country from exporting of ball bearings to Germany. The argument forwarded 

was that the Allies could not allow neutral states to use their resources at the 

same time as such states contributed to the German war industry, which was re-

sponsible for the death of Allied soldiers. In 1944, Franklin Roosevelt notified 

Winston Churchill that maximum pressure should be put on Sweden to stop trad-

ing with Germany.
30

 

As has been demonstrated here, the Swedish Government‘s relationship with 

the Allies was complicated. How aware the Swedish general public was of these 

interactions and of the standpoints taken towards the Allies and Germans is of 

course difficult to determine with any certainty. Restrictions on the press were 

enforced during the war, and a law that allowed the Government to dissolve ―as-

sociations that threatened Swedish society‖ was enforced, all with the aim of pro-

tecting national security.
31

 However, according to a survey conducted by the 

British in March 1943, 80% of the Swedish people were against the Germans and 

sympathized with the Allies.
32

 It is not revealed how this survey was conducted, 

and it is important to remember that this was made known during a time when 

the Allies were putting pressure on the Swedish Government to decrease its deal-

ings with Germany to the greatest extent possible. 

The coalition Government was dissolved in June 1945, and the Social Democrats 

remained in charge of governing the country under the leadership of Per Albin 

Hansson, who also had been Prime Minister of Sweden during the war. He died 

in 1946, and Tage Erlander, who had previously been Minister of Education and 
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Ecclesiastical Affairs, was made his successor. As stated previously, his wife, 

Aina Erlander, was a member of the board of Rädda Barnen from 1948 on-

wards.
33

 

As has been shown, Sweden‘s relationship with the Allies, the British and the 

Americans had been complicated. During the Cold War, Sweden oriented to-

wards America and the political threat was now considered to come from the 

east. After having had a relatively high status immediately after the war due to 

the victory over Germany, the Soviet Union began to be considered an increasing 

threat in Sweden. Stalin was being compared to Hitler at the same time as the 

Americans represented freedom.
34

 

During the fifties, the Swedish Foreign Minister, Östen Undèn, argued that 

Sweden was not able to exercise any impact in the conflicts between the great 

powers on the international arena. However, according to historian Sten Ottos-

son, contentment with and pride in the Swedish welfare state that was under con-

struction existed among Swedish politicians. The Swedish system of welfare was 

considered by Swedish politicians to be a suitable role model for other countries. 

This was the image the Swedish Foreign Minister had, and he pointed out, for 

instance, that Sweden could be utilized as a role model for the Soviet Union. 

Sweden could also function as a role model and a forerunner for other democratic 

societies. This was also considered to be valuable from an international perspec-

tive. According to Sten Ottosson, some Swedish historians have argued that this 

was a way to portray Sweden as a model for a more peaceful world. If other po-

litically democratic countries were to follow the Swedish model of society, it was 

believed that a confrontation between East and West could be avoided. As 

pointed out above, the Swedish Government claimed that the outlining of the 

Swedish system of welfare could work as a role model for other countries, which 

in turn would be a way to safeguard a peaceful world. 
35

 

Above I have sketched a picture of the situation in Sweden. During the war, 

the Swedish Government proclaimed the country neutral, but felt it was forced to 

negotiate the meaning of neutrality in relation to the demands on Sweden and 

Swedish territory made by Germany and the Western powers. Under pressure, 
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neutrality comes across as having been a negotiable condition, at least in some 

cases. In comparison to other countries, Sweden escaped the war fairly undam-

aged, but had an image problem. Next we will take a look at the previous re-

search undertaken in this field that is relevant to the present study. I will begin by 

giving a brief account of the changing view of children and children‘s place in 

society during the first part of the 20
th

 century. 

Previous research 

Research into the history of childhood has demonstrated that views on children 

changed during the first half of the 20
th

 century. State authorities and non-

governmental organizations started taking an interest in children‘s welfare and 

made themselves into interpreters of what was in the best interest of children and 

of how a good childhood should be constructed. Children were defined to be im-

portant in building the nations.
 36

  

Rädda Barnen was one of the organizations that made itself into an interpreter 

of what was in the best interest for children which also signified the internation-

alization of child saving.
37

 During the first half of the 20
th

 century, children seem 

to have oscillated between being perceived as potential threats to society and be-

ing victims. This was also a time when a demarcation between the rights of 

childhood and those of adulthood became politically important and more visi-

ble.
38

 Whatever the case, whether children were perceived as a potential danger 

to society or as victims, the need to care for children and to create a good child-

hood was identified. This was an arena in which philanthropic organizations 

found a field were their services could be applied. The activities of these organi-

zations usually relied on private funding and initiative and were also carried out 

by laypersons, commonly from the Swedish upper class.
39

 However this changed 

and philanthropic organizations formed a base among the experts who emerged 
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within this field. Childhood changed and became more professionalized and in-

stitutionalized.
 
Non-governmental organizations started to participate in the crea-

tion of what would become a modern welfare state.
40

     

Within the emerging Swedish welfare state, measures were taken to protect 

children and to ensure a good childhood. New legislation, expansion of schooling 

for all children, healthcare for children and mothers, etc., were all steps taken in 

order to safeguard a good childhood. The work that philanthropic organizations 

did for children was being taken over by Swedish state authorities.
41

 This was 

sometimes done in collaboration, but at other times in a situation of conflict be-

tween state authorities and non-governmental organizations, but also between the 

state and families. Studies on these phenomena form the background for the pre-

sent study. Changes in the notions of childhood, as described in earlier research, 

run parallel to the reorganization of the welfare system and a significant 

strengthening of the responsibility of the Swedish Government.
42

 This forms an 

important background for analyses of the establishment and growth of a philan-

thropic organization oriented towards international aid during this very period 

and in parallel with the slow demise of philanthropic organizations in Sweden.    

Relatively little research has touched upon the context in which Swedish 

Rädda Barnen was active with a couple of notable examples. One example of 

such research is the work of historian Monika Janfelt. In her work, which covers 

the period 1917-1924, she has depicted the impact both national and international 

politics had on the view of war children in the Scandinavian countries. These 

children were considered to be a potential danger to society, and a way to coun-

teract this was to transport them to serene places. According to Monika Janfelt, 

                                                 

 
40

 Sandin Bengt & Halldén Gunilla Ed: Barnens bästa: En antologi om barndomens innebörder och väl-

färdens organisering. Chapter 1Välfärdstatens omvandling och en ny barndom. Stockholm 2003.  
41

 See for instance the Swedish historian Weiner Gena De räddade barnen: Om fattiga barn, mödrar och 

fäder och deras möte med filantropin i Hagalund 1900-1940, Linköping 1995 historian Weiner Gena De 

räddade barnen: Om fattiga barn, mödrar och fäder och deras möte med filantropin i Hagalund 1900-

1940, Linköping 1995 
42

 Examples of studies are for instance, Sundkvist Maria, De vanartade barnen: Mötet mellan barn, för-

äldrar och Norrköpings barnavårdsnämnd 1903-1925, Linköping 1994, Weiner Gena De räddade bar-

nen: Om fattiga barn, mödrar och fäder och deras möte med filantropin i Hagalund 1900-1940, Linkö-

ping 1995, Söderlind Ingrid, Barnhem för flickor: barn, familj och institutionsliv i Stockholm 1870-1920. 

Linköping 1999, Jönsson Ulf, Bråkiga, lösaktiga och nagelbitande barn: Om barn och barnproblem vid 

en rådgivningsbyrå i Stockholm 1933-1950. Linköping 1997. Lindgren Anne-Li, ‖Att ha barn med är en 

god sak”: barn, medier och medborgarskap under 1930-talet. Linköping 1999. Gullberg Eva, Det väl-

närda barnet: föreställningar och politik i skolmåltidens historia. Linköping 2004. Lind Judith, Det sin-

neslöa skolbarnet: undervisning, tvång och medborgarskap 1925-1954,. Linköping 2000. Axelsson 

Thom, Rätt elev i rätt klass: skola begåvning och styrning 1910-1950, Linköping 2007. Qvarsebo Jonas, 

Skolbarnets fostran: enhetsskolan, agan och politiken om barnet 1946-1962, Linköping 2006 



23 

 

 

this was also a method used to export the Scandinavian model of society. She 

discusses the Swedish Red Cross‘s relationship with the authorities and estab-

lishes that the organization‘s activities were, to a large extent, closely related to 

the character of national politics in Sweden, Denmark and Finland. She does not 

investigate the activities of Rädda Barnen, but points out that the organization 

was typical for its time.
43

  

Ingrid Lomfors has examined the reception of Jewish children transported to 

Sweden during the early part of WWII. This was restricted to the outset of the 

war and undertaken on a limited scale. All in all, 650 children were brought to 

Sweden, and Ingrid Lomfors shows that their stay in Sweden was conditional. 

For instance, no permanent resident permits were issued. Ingrid Lomfors com-

pares this to the generous attitude the Government held towards Finnish children. 

According to Ingrid Lomfors, it was mainly thanks to the Jewish congregation in 

Sweden as well as to individuals active in, for instance, Rädda Barnen, that Jew-

ish children were brought to Sweden. She further points out that no knowledge 

was available concerning what psychological traumas the children had experi-

enced, traumas caused both by the war and by being separated from their parents. 

One problem that emerged when the Jewish children came to Sweden was that 

there were not enough Jewish families that were prepared to accept a foster child. 

As a result, the children were sometimes placed in non-Jewish homes, which 

caused difficulties as they were often cut off from the Jewish community. She 

also states that the children who were placed in foster homes were more vulner-

able than those placed in children‘s homes. The former were often moved, denied 

schooling and had problems maintaining their own languages. This did not occur 

with children placed in children‘s institution homes.
44

 

Ingrid Lomfors also illustrates the difficulties Jewish organizations had in ob-

taining permission for Jewish children to enter Sweden. It was thanks to the Jew-

ish congregation in Sweden, which put pressure on the Swedish Government in 

the matter that any children at all were brought into the country. She also points 

out that Sweden followed other democratic countries‘ policies in this matter. For 

instance, when Britain decided to grant 10,000 Jewish children entry into the 
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country, it seems as if the Swedish Government‘s standpoint on the matter be-

came more liberal at least temporarily.
45

 

Another example of research on child transports is a study conducted by psy-

chologist Lillemor Lagnebro. She has investigated from a psychological perspec-

tive what affect the transports had on Finnish children in adulthood. One problem 

that was reoccurring among the Finnish children in adulthood is, for instance, 

rootlessness. In her study, she emphasizes that the transportation of Finnish chil-

dren was a social experiment that never was evaluated.
46

  

The above-mentioned studies have mainly investigated transports of war chil-

dren from different perspectives, but none has investigated or accounted for 

Rädda Barnen‘s participation in and impact on relief work for children or its par-

ticipation in child transports. As we have seen, Ingrid Lomfors does point out 

that some Jewish children came to Sweden thanks to individual co-workers 

within Rädda Barnen. However, she does not give any account of who they were 

or of whether this was carried out privately or under the organization‘s auspices. 

How humanitarian relief work has been directed towards children and the no-

tion that this was a way to establish international co-operation in peacetime have 

been discussed by Canadian Professor of History Dominique Marshall. She ar-

gues that the phenomenon of child victims of war stimulated a feeling of duty 

among adults. Children‘s well-being, especially in times of war and disasters, be-

came a focus of attention during both world wars.  Her work shows how Herbert 

Hoover, the forthcoming president of the United States, promoted this idea. 

Feeding children and caring for their well-being was important, because they 

were the future citizens of the world. Children were also thought to constitute a 

neutral zone where international relations could be built up without posing a 

threat to world politics. According to Dominique Marshall, the Save the Children 

Fund identified relief work for children as an arena in which peaceful interna-

tional relationships could be established. She also points out that, even though 

the League of Nations had considered it important to provide relief for children 

prior to establishment of the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1924, the 

organization did not consider itself to be responsible for this. However, through 

establishment of the Declaration, relief for children became an issue that was 
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considered important in the context of international relations. Monika Janfelt‘s 

study demonstrates that, in the Scandinavian countries, the plight of children of 

the middle classes spurred the Scandinavian middle class to act in support of 

children.
47

 

Dominique Marshall also points out that it seems to have taken a war to in-

crease the general public‘s willingness to donate funds to benefit children. For 

instance, attempts to raise funds for child welfare in Africa undertaken during the 

interwar period failed. During WWII, the matter of providing relief to children 

became urgent again, and at this time, the UN response was more competent. It 

was now considered important to aid children because they were the most vul-

nerable in times of war. Providing aid to children was still considered a ―politi-

cally safe‖ arena where international relations could be promoted.
48

 

Patricia Sellick has investigated to what extent the British Save the Children 

Fund upheld and worked in accordance with its guiding policies from the time of 

the organization‘s establishment in 1919 until 1999. The three principles she has 

identified, and through which she analyses the British organization, are univers-

alism, utilitarianism and optimistic pacifism. Helping as many children in as 

many places as possible and safeguarding their future happiness were important 

goals at the outset of the organization‘s establishment. The founders of the or-

ganization also believed that a lasting peace was possible and that the anguish 

experienced during WWI never should have to be repeated. Patrica Sellick high-

lights how working in accordance with these principles changed over the century 

due to changing circumstances, for instance a lack of funds. By the time of 

WWII, developments in the British organization were moving towards the na-

tionalistic and patriotic rather than the international. Patricia Sellick also points 

out that, by this time, the organization lost its peacekeeping characteristics and, 

as mentioned above, had become rather patriotic. The British organization also 

fraternized closely with the British Government around the time of WWII, with 

regard to both providing relief abroad and performing actions to promote welfare 

in Britain.
49
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Patricia Sellick concludes that, during the seventies and up until the late eighties, 

the organization gives the impression of having re-orientated towards its found-

ing principles of universalism and utilitarianism. From the seventies until the end 

of the nineties, a change took place again, and the organization re-oriented to-

wards the founders‘ original guidelines. Patrica Sellick points out that Eglantyne 

Jebb recognized early on that the ―nationalistic point of view‖ was the organiza-

tion‘s worst enemy.
50

  

In his study, the Swedish historian Jörg Lindner has mapped out Swedish re-

lief to Germany during the years 1945-1954. He points out three different kinds 

of relief activities undertaken in Germany as being the most important: Food dis-

pensation to children and youth, recreational stays, and democratization of Ger-

man society. The aim of his study is to discover where and when the relief started 

and finished, as well as in what way the different organizations provided relief 

and how they co-operated. Another aspiration has been to see how the Germans 

and Allies viewed the Swedish assistance and how they co-operated with Swed-

ish organizations. He also looks into what connections existed between Swedish 

intentions and possibilities to help and the desires of the foreigners in need of 

help. Jörg Lindner also asks why relief for children and youth was considered 

important, why the different methods of relief were considered suitable and what 

this meant for the recipients. He poses the question of why Sweden considered 

itself suitable to serve as a mentor for the Germans and how this was perceived. 

His endeavour has been to find the answers to these questions in domestic and 

foreign politics as well as in the financial and social welfare arena. Another goal 

of Jörg Lindner‘s study has been to find out what perceptions of Germany and 

the Germans existed among those who provided relief to the country after the 

war.
51

 

    In his study, he sketches two hypotheses, one of which is that considerable 

opposition and friction existed between the Swedish Government and traditional 

Swedish relief organizations. He suggests that the reason for Rädda Barnen‘s and 

the Swedish Red Cross‘s participation in international relief was that the organi-

zations were considered experts in this field. Another plausible explanation that 

Jörg Lindner gives is that the Swedish Social Democratic Government wanted to 

                                                                                                                                               

 
the Save the Children Fund (1919-1999), Ph.D. thesis (Peace Studies), Bradford 

University, 2001, passim. 
50

Ibidem 
51

 Lindner Jörg, Den svenska tysklandshjälpen 1945-1954, Umeå 1988, passim.  



27 

 

 

―liberate‖ the Swedish welfare arena from the non-governmental organizations, 

owing to the Government‘s own expansion within this field after WWII. For this 

reason, Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross were encouraged to start par-

ticipating in international relief work. This involvement on the international 

arena was then carried out under the Government‘s control via the Swedish 

Committee for International Relief.  

In his second hypothesis, Jörg Lindner suggests that Swedish relief was im-

bued with self-interest and that Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross to-

gether with the Swedish Government were potential bearers of goodwill for 

Sweden.
52

 His aim is to show how ideas, motives, contents and methods in rela-

tion to voluntary relief work and the Swedish Government‘s efforts for Germany 

grew and changed during the period of time his study covers.
53

 

 In his study, Jörg Lindner used a variety of different sources both within 

Sweden and abroad. Archives in, for instance, Germany, Austria, America, Great 

Britain and Switzerland have been used. He has also performed interviews with 

German children, their parents and Swedish families. Some of the children had 

either been recipients of food or in some cases had spent time in Sweden.
54

 As 

far as food dispensation was concerned, Jörg Lindner finds that these efforts were 

used as a political tool. In his study, Jörg Linder also points out that the Allies 

thought this important as it showed Sweden‘s good intentions.
55

 

Another important form of relief was what Jörg Lindner calls ―help in Swe-

den‖, which refers to transports of German children to Sweden. This was a po-

litically complicated issue, and according to Jörg Lindner, one major reason for 

this was the Eastern bloc‘s discontent with Swedish relief to Germany in general. 

In his view, Rädda Barnen was unwilling to participate at the outset because this 

would have a negative effect on the ability to transport children from France. 

However, Jörg Lindner points out that Rädda Barnen clearly considered other 

organizations that dealt with child transports as competitors and wanted to handle 

this activity on its own. One strategy for being solely in charge was to limit other 

organizations‘ possibilities to obtain financial contributions and the other was to 

fraternize closely with the Swedish Government. When describing child trans-

ports he accounts for a variety of different organizations‘ participation in this ac-
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tivity, among them Rädda Barnen, which emerges as the most important actor 

within this field. He gives some accounts of the children‘s experiences and also 

gives examples of ideological reasons for transporting children. For instance, 

children from West Germany were invited to spend time in East German summer 

camps for ideological reasons. Jörg Lindner points out that several different or-

ganizations were involved in child transports in Europe. Children were moved 

around to different countries by different organizations. Children who were 

moved to Sweden were no exception to this, but he points out that even if several 

organizations were involved in this activity, the predominant organization was 

Rädda Barnen.
56

 

Jörg Lindner also describes the complicated political tug-of-war that sur-

rounded the so-called DP children, that is, displaced children who lived in camps 

in the American and British zones in Germany. For countries like Sweden that 

were not members of the International Refugee Organization, inviting these chil-

dren to the home country was even more complicated. According to Jörg Lind-

ner, the British were worried that any DP children who were moved to Sweden 

could risk being handed over to the Soviet Union. The origin of this concern was 

the extradition of refugees to the Baltic States. According to Lindner, Rädda Ba-

rnen was aware of the political and ideological issues surrounding the DP chil-

dren, but still went ahead with these transports.
57

 

In the last part of his study, Jörg Lindner describes how National Socialism 

was to be counteracted both within Sweden and among the Germans. The estab-

lishment of the Swedish Committee for Reconstruction was one means to this 

end. Re-education was one important part of the Committee‘s work among the 

Swedish people, but also when inviting German youth to Sweden. Apart from 

exporting Swedish culture, technical support was provided to Germany on a large 

scale. Among other things, apprentice homes and carpentry workshops were es-

tablished by both Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross.
58

 Jörg Lindner does 

raise the topic of spiritual re-education, but does not look at how this was under-

taken, for instance at the apprentice homes and children‘s homes that were estab-

lished in Germany.  

Jörg Lindner has to some extent looked extent at what significance Rädda Ba-

rnen had within relief activities for Germany and the activities carried out there. 
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His study brings up a variety of interesting topics that are highly relevant to the 

present study. However Jörg Lindner‘s focus has not been on Rädda Barnen‘s 

activities. His study point to a broader context for the relief work undertaken in 

Germany after the war but he has not undertaken a thorough investigation of 

Rädda Barnen‘s material, nor has he looked at the organization‘s activities in 

other countries, for example in relation to child transports. 

 

 *  * * * * 

Rädda Barnen was founded and active during the first half of the 20
th

 century, a 

time when the view of children changed and the nature of children was the focus 

of attention of both authorities and philanthropic organizations. Caring for chil-

dren‘s welfare became important, as they began to be considered as investments 

not only for the future of families, but also for the future of nations. Responsibil-

ity for children‘s welfare was shifted from philanthropic organizations to the 

state. 

The two world wars of the 20
th

 century brought further attention to the situa-

tion of children. Patricia Sellick emphasizes how the British Save the Children 

Fund developed in terms of the significance the organization‘s founding princi-

ples had for its advancement, but also how these principles were compromised 

and subdued under national political agendas. 

In his study, Jörg Lindner has his starting point in 1945, but he nevertheless 

highlights some discussions that took place within the Swedish Committee for 

International Relief in 1944. By taking a closer look at these discussions, we can 

better understand the significance they had for outlining Swedish international 

relief and what positions the different organizations had and gained in these dis-

cussions. Of special interest to the present study has of course been in what way 

Rädda Barnen participated in these interactions. 

As we have seen, child transports have been investigated by researchers such 

as Monika Janfelt, Ingrid Lomfors and Lillemor Lagnebro.  Monika Janfelt has 

looked at how transports of children were carried out and reasons behind these, 

towards the end of and a few years after WWI. How Jewish children were re-

ceived and how they acclimatized in Sweden has been discussed by Ingrid Lom-

fors, who also points out that it was thanks to co-workers at Rädda Barnen that 

this was possible. Neither provides any account of how and in what way this was 

carried out by Rädda Barnen.  As we have also seen, taking a psychological ap-
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proach, Lillemor Lagnebro looks at what consequences the transports had for 

Finnish children in adulthood. 

Dominique Marshall has shown that child saving was an arena where common 

peaceful international interests could be agreed on. There is reason to see if the 

same effect can be seen in Sweden in the post war period, given the implications 

of national and international politics. Rädda Barnen was active on both the na-

tional and international level during and after WWII. The organization was 

probably a major contributor in shaping how child saving was outlined and car-

ried out, but also in constructing what constituted a good childhood. No studies 

on Rädda Barnen‘s growth, development and what significance the organization 

had within the field of child saving and relief work have been carried out previ-

ously and the aim of the present study is to fill this gap. Before embarking on this 

task, let us look at the starting point and perspectives of the study. 

Perspectives, questions and outline 

As has been demonstrated, the issue of child saving was given attention through 

different measures, both in a national and international context during the first 

half of the 20
th

 century. Rädda Barnen played a significant role in this process 

and had an impact on shaping politics concerning children on both the national 

and international arena.  

So how can we understand the development of an organization such as Rädda 

Barnen? Rädda Barnen‘s advancement within the field of child relief took place 

in interactions with the Swedish Government and other organizations on both the 

national and international level. Within the international community, one transna-

tional organization, UNICEF, emerged during the same period of time. The pur-

pose of this organization was to represent all nations of the world in issues con-

cerning the protection of children, based on the legacy of child/human rights 

from the League of Nations.  

Sociologist Ulrich Beck‘s analyses have provided us with several concepts 

that are useful in our discussions of historical changes in international non-

governmental organizations. He has analysed social and political changes in what 

he calls the modern risk society. Ulrich Beck argues that the world is a cosmo-

politan entity, and for this reason international problems need to be solved on an 

international level. Organizations such as the UN negotiate solutions for the risks 

found in modern society and mediate not only between states, but also between 

societies and states. He also argues that societies can be characterized by, for in-
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stance, a cosmopolitan outlook, universalism or even a national outlook. Another 

concept, which Ulrich Beck brings attention to surfaces when worldwide socie-

ties establish a consensus on issues of global concern. When such conformity 

around an issue develops, it underwrites ‗institutionalized cosmopolitanism.‘  

Consequently these concepts are useful for my analyses, because they also 

touch on the relationship between societies, governments and international or-

ganizations. Let us look a bit more closely at the purpose and meaning Ulrich 

Beck gives to these different concepts. 

In Ulrich Beck‘s scholarship, cosmopolitanism is the world view and lens 

through which he analyses societies. As has been demonstrated, he presents a 

complex of concepts that he uses for this analysis. Ulrich Beck argues that the 

fact that societies in the world are cosmopolitan is not new. What is new is that 

awareness that they are cosmopolitan has developed, and because of this it has 

become necessary to apply a cosmopolitan outlook. War and environmental 

threats have become worldwide problems and not something that can be solved 

by individual nation-states. An awareness of this has come into existence, and in 

order to solve these problems, a cosmopolitan outlook needs to be applied. Solu-

tions to worldwide problems have to be found on an international level. If inter-

national co-operation is to be possible, differences also needs to be embraced. 

The advantages of applying a cosmopolitan outlook in a society are that it em-

braces differences, while universalism aims at eradicating these differences. Ul-

rich Beck explains, for instance, that in a society marked by universalism, the 

goal appears to be to obliterate characteristics such as skin colour, race, class and 

gender in an attempt to achieve equality.
59

 This attitude includes a very strong 

emphasis on a common normative base for the social system. In a society where 

a cosmopolitan outlook is applied, on the other hand, differences are recognized, 

and because they are embraced there is an acceptance of otherness.
60

 

As previously mentioned, ‗institutionalized cosmopolitanism‘ is a concept that 

Ulrich Beck uses to explain what happens when there is worldwide identification 

of one occurrence, for instance, a global risk. When such a risk or another kind of 

occurrence surfaces and is identified, and when consensus on the issue has been 

reached, the result may be the achievement of cosmopolitan norms and agree-

ments.  Agreement on what the issue concerns is reached, which sometimes leads 
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to consensus on how to deal with the matter. In achieving conformity on a 

worldwide issue, complexes of loyalties may sometimes come into view. Out of 

these complexes of loyalties, non-governmental organizations may surface, be-

cause they have gathered around one (or more) particular issues that they want to 

highlight.  When non-governmental organizations and/or actors strive to draw 

attention to different issues of worldwide concern, advances towards ‗institution-

alized cosmopolitanism‘ are made. Examples of such issues are human rights, 

abolishment of poverty and, as already mentioned, environmental threats.
61

 In the 

present study is children‘s welfare and protection is at the focal point.   

Ulrich Beck‘s analyses are based on an understanding of how non-

governmental actors and organizations emerge through the common identifica-

tion of such issues and through consensus. As my study deals with the establish-

ment of a non-governmental organization in a nation where the emphasis has 

been on state intervention in social matters, it is necessary to exemplify historical 

processes in which philanthropic organizations have interacted with the Swedish 

state. Rädda Barnen obviously needed to find a place for its organization in a 

situation of dramatic national and international change, and because of this it had 

to position itself in a number of different relations.  Rädda Barnen needed to de-

fine its actions in relation to the state and government agencies and to have a feel 

for the political current of its time. The organization also had to demarcate its 

identity and policies in relation to other non-governmental organizations on the 

national and international level. This process comes across as having been very 

conscious in terms of negotiations and policy discussions, but also as being the 

result of the individuals who participated in the organization. It also seems to 

have been a consequence of the actual measures used to help children or families 

and of determining to whom, when and where aid to children should be provided. 

The factors mentioned here underpin and define the organizational space that was 

created. Relationships to the Swedish Government and its agencies, to non-

governmental organizations on national and international level, the central indi-

viduals, the relief actions – taken their time and place. By following such issues, 

one can give substance to the historical processes underlying the development 

Ulrich Beck discusses.   

The present study will analyse when Rädda Barnen as an organization estab-

lished itself by identifying social and political need for action for children. For 
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instance, in the void between actions carried out by the Government that might 

not entirely meet the needs of children as it was, be defined. This void can be 

filled with actions carried out by non-governmental organizations. Here, a strug-

gle to gain space within this void may occur between ambitious organizations.  

The struggle of organizational space that surface may also serve to identify the 

nature of the conflicts or the bases of co-operation between organizations, gov-

ernments and/or important individuals.  

With this background the cosmopolitan outlook and universalism can be used 

to characterize different organizational styles. Within an organiza-

tion/association, attempts to achieve universalism may be made. This means that 

the organization is all-embracing and inclusive, but as indicated in Ulrich Beck‘s 

definition of this concept that it aims to achieve conformity. An organization 

with a cosmopolitan outlook, on the other hand, is all-embracing, but instead of 

aiming to obliterate differences, it accepts them. To sum up, an organization 

marked by universalism attempts to reach a common goal by first creating uni-

formity, and then using it to achieve the goal. In an organization that applies a 

cosmopolitan outlook, the aim is still to reach a common goal, but the ways of 

achieving this goal differ across organization members. The fact that various ac-

tors‘ methods differ does not appear to be important in an organization that ap-

plies a cosmopolitan outlook; what is important is reaching the common goal. In 

the present analyses of interactions between different organizations on the inter-

national arena, it has been useful to use these two concepts – universalism and 

the cosmopolitan outlook – in labelling organizational styles, but also in demon-

strating what can happen when these two different approaches come into con-

flict.  

The main interest here has been in the development and interaction among 

non-governmental organizations as well as government agencies in their progres-

sion and struggles in relation to gaining organizational space.  

Consequently, the present study attempts to discern how Rädda Barnen 

achieved a position from which it had the power to influence where and to whom 

relief actions were to be directed. What factors enabled Rädda Barnen to grow 

into an organization of both national and international importance? How is it 

possible to carry out social work for children in the form of philanthropy in a na-

tion that is in the process of defining such tasks as the duty of the state monop-

oly? In what way did different organizations‘ interactions on both the national 

and international level affect Rädda Barnen‘s advancement? How is the organi-
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zation‘s development related to the Swedish Government‘s changing role in rela-

tion to national and international politics? One of Rädda Barnen‘s founding prin-

ciples was to help as many children in as many places as possible. This was not 

possible, however, so choices had to be made, and how they were made will be 

examined here. What was behind the organization‘s decisions to direct relief to 

some children but not others? What factors contributed and were important 

whilst making these decisions? What values and viewpoints were these choices 

an expression of? 

 

 * * * * * 

In the second chapter of this book, we will see how Swedish politics concerning 

international relief work were outlined and how this changed during the period of 

time under study. In this chapter, we will also see how the Swedish Govern-

ment‘s interest in international issues created an arena in which organizations 

such as Rädda Barnen could develop. We will look at how the initial stages of 

non-governmental organizations‘ attempts to position themselves within this 

arena began. 

In chapter three, we will continue to look at the struggles that arose between 

organizations and authorities on the national arena. Interactions and conflicts ap-

pear to have come to the fore when the Swedish Government started taking an 

active interest in the performance of Swedish international relief. The nature of 

these debates, the negotiations over organizational space and the relation between 

the Swedish Government and the Swedish Red Cross, will be examined in this 

chapter. We will see how these discussions created an opportunity for Rädda Ba-

rnen to enhance its position. 

In chapter four, we will see how these interactions were lifted up to the inter-

national arena. The trigger for these debates appears to have been the establish-

ment of UNICEF in 1946. How this organization was received and the conse-

quences of its reception, both within Sweden and on international level, will be 

examined in this chapter. Another event that also created debates on the interna-

tional arena was the UN decision to establish a ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘. The 

controversy that emerged around this event will also provide an example of the 

complications in the establishment of ‗institutionalized cosmopolitanism‘.  

Concurrently with these conflicts, debates within Rädda Barnen‘s international 

union, IUCW, surfaced. What these discussions were about and how Rädda Ba-
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rnen conducted itself in them will be looked at in chapter five. In the context of 

these debates, we will also see how the different viewpoints – the cosmopolitan 

outlook as opposed to universalism – became visible. We will look at how they 

came into conflict with each other and what the consequences of this were.  

 In the following chapters of this book, we turn to the relief actions carried out 

by Rädda Barnen. In chapter six, we will look at what activities were undertaken 

for children in Sweden. Examples of activities for Swedish children and of how 

they were carried out will be analysed.  

In chapter seven, we will examine one activity: child transports that Rädda Ba-

rnen participated in and organized on the international arena. Which children 

were chosen and the reasons for these choices will be accounted for here.  

In chapter eight several activities aimed at children in Germany, France and 

Israel will be examined. We will look at how these activities were carried out and 

at what seems to have been important in undertaking these sometimes different, 

sometimes similar activities for different children in the various locations. 

In chapter nine, a concluding discussion of the present findings and results 

will presented. 

 



36 

 

 

Demarcation of the study, method and sources 

Demarcation of the study 

Several changes took place in Rädda Barnen‘s outlining of its work during 1938-

1956. During the interwar years, the organization had mainly carried out activi-

ties in Sweden, but then started to participate in relief work in other countries 

too. The changing situation in Sweden and Europe forced the organization to re-

negotiate its outlining of relief work both within and outside the country. A con-

sequence of this was that Rädda Barnen had to define its relationship to its inter-

national union, as well as to other organizations, both nationally and internation-

ally. During this time, from 1939, Margit Levinson was the chairwoman of 

Rädda Barnen, and as stated earlier, it seems as if she had a great impact on the 

organization‘s development. 

After the war, the task of reconstructing Europe became important, and Rädda 

Barnen participated in this too. An interest in how this was undertaken against 

the background of the organization‘s changed position has justified inclusion of 

the years from the armistice up until the mid-fifties as well. The period under 

study ends in 1956, when international conflicts on issues concerning children 

seem to have been brought to the fore and when different views of children can 

be noted among the organizations involved. By this time, Rädda Barnen begun 

changing the outlining of its activities again, and turned its gaze to non-European 

countries. It did direct relief to countries outside Europe already during the early 

fifties, for instance to Korea, but the greatest expansion outside Europe took 

place during the second half of the fifties. As we can see, during 1938-1956, 

great changes occurred in how Rädda Barnen outlined its work and position, and 

for this reason, the period has been chosen as the timeframe for this study. 

Method and sources 

As demonstrated, the aim of the present study has been to show what factors en-

abled Rädda Barnen to grow and how it established its position within the field 

of child relief. This also defines the methodological structure of the study.  

Rädda Barnen‘s relationship to the Swedish Government and non-governmental 

organizations on the national and international level are discerned and compared. 
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I have also identified important individuals that helped change policies as well as 

the issues of negotiations and conflict that defined the aim of the organisation at 

different occasion. To see what Rädda Barnen self understanding of what role it 

is considered itself to have within this arena has been important but also how the 

organisation defined its identity and its arenas of work. Trying to discern what 

role Rädda Barnen expressed in correspondence and policy documents to have 

within this arena has been important, as well as trying to understand how it de-

fined its role in the international world of child saving. Consequently I am inter-

ested in understanding the organization‘s self-claimed position on different is-

sues as they are expressed in such documents. The biases in the documents be-

come an important source of information.  

In order to understand how Rädda Barnen grounded it claims of being an im-

portant relief agency for children, it necessary to use documentation such as 

Minutes from board meetings, enclosures to board meetings, reports and other 

accounts of events written by the organization‘s chairwoman, Margit Levinson, 

but also by other board members and co-workers. Correspondences, sometimes 

of an official nature, between Rädda Barnen and national and international or-

ganizations and authorities have been included, but also documents of a more 

private character. Annual reports have also been used as such expressed different 

biases as they were not only produced for organization members, but also for the 

general public. Dossiers of activities in different countries have been a useful 

source in trying to understand how relief was provided and to which children. 

These have also contributed to an understanding of what motivated decisions to 

direct relief to some children, but not others. 

To gain a deeper understanding of what territory Rädda Barnen acted within, 

as well as its relationship with other organizations and authorities, interactions 

have sometimes been traced to sources other than Rädda Barnen‘s material. Such 

sources have primarily been Minutes with enclosures from the Swedish Commit-

tee for International Relief, and sometimes the archives of the Swedish Foreign 

Office. Many of the interactions with the Swedish Red Cross and the government 

committee took place within the Swedish Committee for International Relief, and 

such material has therefore been useful to include. When it was first established, 

UNICEF only communicated with Swedish authorities, mainly the Foreign Of-

fice. In order to determine to what extent Rädda Barnen was involved in these 

communications, some of this material has also been included. 
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To explore the possible biases included in material of this kind, it is important to 

try to understand the circumstances under which it was produced. One must bear 

in mind for whom and for what reason the material was created as well as try to 

identify what tendencies can be noted. Naturally, Minutes from meetings may 

have been preceded by discussions outside the actual meeting, and decisions may 

be made on the basis of things we cannot know or discover. However, sometimes 

discussions are documented in the Minutes of Rädda Barnen, especially when 

there has been a difference of opinion. To broaden our understanding of the deci-

sions and possible preceding discussions, enclosures such as reports and corre-

spondences to the board have been useful supplements. When studying these, it 

has been important to bear in mind their underlying purpose. Was a given docu-

ment produced for the members of the board only, or intended to be distributed 

as a report to be read by all members of the organization? 

Correspondences of a private nature are perhaps the most useful contemporary 

source, as they are often produced close to when an event actually took place. It 

is of course important to bear in mind that this is the author‘s that produces the 

correspondence personal perception of the occurrence. Still, this allows us to 

identify differences of opinion and in this way sometimes the sources of the con-

flicts taking place. Correspondences of an official and a private character are in-

teresting to compare, as they let us see what the official vs. unofficial standpoint 

was on a particular matter. 

As mentioned earlier, Rädda Barnen‘s annual reports have been used with 

caution, as their purpose has undoubtedly been to portray the organization in as 

positive a light as possible. This has been done to attract donors and gain credi-

bility, to ensure Rädda Barnen‘s benefactors that the organization was carrying 

out its duties efficiently and purposefully. However, the annual reports do tell us 

something about how the organization wished to portray itself. 
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Chapter II  

The Swedish Red Cross, Rädda Barnen and             

the Swedish Government  

– collaboration or conflicting interests? 

Introduction 

The stipulation to remain a neutral state was not an uncomplicated issue for the 

Swedish government. This status was negotiable, at least in some cases. How-

ever, during the war, Sweden was neutral and in this chapter we will see how the 

Swedish Government conducted its participation in international relief work 

against the background of neutrality. We will also see how this changed during 

the period of time chosen for this study and what the reasons for these alterations 

were. The Swedish Red Cross and Rädda Barnen‘s reactions to the Swedish 

Government‘s standpoints in relation to international relief work will also be dis-

cussed. What consequences this interference had for the organizations will also 

be analysed. 

Interactions between non-governmental organizations and authorities shaped 

the territory within which Rädda Barnen developed. These interactions created 

Rädda Barnen‘s organizational space, and in this chapter we will see the initial 

stages of this development. Gaining organizational space seems to have been im-

portant for the participants in the interactions that took place, as this enabled 

them to expand and become more influential. Sometimes attaining organizational 
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space forced the participants to co-operate, but sometimes they also acted on 

their own.  

 In order to see how Rädda Barnen advanced within the interactions concern-

ing Swedish international relief work, it is important to look at what role the 

other participants in these communications played. Out of these, the Swedish 

Government and the Swedish Red Cross appear to have been most important in 

the debates that took place. These two played a significant part in determining 

what position Rädda Barnen was going to obtain. The Swedish Red Cross and 

Rädda Barnen‘s reactions to the Swedish Government‘s standpoints in relation to 

international relief work will also be discussed. 

Focus in this chapter will be on the following questions. What was the Swed-

ish Government‘s standpoint on participation in international relief work and 

how did it change during the period of time chosen for this study? How was this 

received by the Swedish Red Cross and Rädda Barnen? What affect did it have 

on the organizations? 

Swedish neutrality – an advantageous strategy or a political impossibility? 

How the Swedish Government‘s decision that Sweden should remain neutral 

throughout the war was going to affect the relationship with its Nordic 

neighbours was evidently necessary to negotiate in detail. In 1939, a meeting be-

tween the leaders of the Nordic countries took place, and the question seems to 

have been settled. During the meeting, it was agreed that none of the countries 

would support any of the power blocs in Europe. The Nordic countries were go-

ing to support each other with diplomatic actions, but not with military measures, 

and none of the countries were going to join any pacts. None of the Nordic coun-

tries wanted to be responsible for the others‘ foreign politics.
62

 

Regardless of the agreement that had been made between the Nordic coun-

tries, Finland requested military support at the outset of the war. The Swedish 

Government remained firm in its stipulated policy to remain neutral, and no mili-

tary support was provided to Finland.
63

 However, it was not only questions of 

giving or not giving military support to other countries that the Swedish Gov-
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ernment had to outline its position on owing to its neutrality. Swedish member-

ship in the League of Nations was also a topic of concern for the Government 

owing to this stipulation.  

Prior to the outbreak of the war, Swedish membership in the League of Na-

tions was under debate. The question of what obligations the country had to this 

international organization in the event of war was the cause of this debate.  In the 

Swedish press, criticism of the League of Nations was expressed as well as opin-

ions that the organization was too political. Being a member and adhering to the 

sanctions pronounced by the organization were also considered a security risk for 

Sweden. If Sweden were forced to join in on endorsements of one country, it was 

calculated that this could be perceived as Sweden taking a political standpoint, 

and owing to the country‘s neutrality this had to be avoided. In the debates, opin-

ions were expressed that if Sweden were forced to support sanctions, its mem-

bership in the League of Nations should be discontinued.
64

  

As we can see, prior to and at the outset of the war, the Swedish Government 

appears to have been adamant about not being part of any international activities 

that could be perceived as provocative and as compromising the boundaries of 

neutrality. This included both military support and participation in international 

organizations‘ activities. 

However, as the war progressed, it became necessary to re-negotiate the 

boundaries of Swedish neutrality and the policy to not participate in international 

issues. One person who brought attention to the matter was the vice-chairman of 

the Swedish Red Cross, Folke Bernadotte. 

The Swedish Red Cross and the organization of Swedish international relief 

In September 1943, Folke Bernadotte stated in a confidential document to the 

board of the Swedish Red Cross that the organization ought to expand its relief 

work in foreign countries. The reason for this was that such an expansion would 

generate goodwill for Sweden, but also for the Swedish Red Cross.  

The other area of activities - relief to foreign countries - I consider to be 

the most primary and necessary task. The reason for this is more than any-
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thing else the goodwill that the Swedish Red Cross and especially Sweden 

would gain by making an active and grand contribution.
65

 

As we can see, he emphasized how important it was to expand international relief 

work. In the document Folke Bernadotte continues to discuss how this was going 

to be carried out. 

When the board has made clear its opinion in these questions - should the 

opinion and possibly the approval of the Swedish Government be obtained 

- agreement with organizations that are active in the field should be sought. 

The purpose of this is to make known the board's opinions in these matters 

and to find out how willing it is to help resolve the issues and to co-

ordinate the different standpoints that will be put forward. The planning of 

the activities could thereafter begin and a joint agency be founded, which 

under the auspices of the Swedish Red Cross would work out the details of 

the relief efforts.
66

 

As can be noted here, there was no question about under what leadership Swed-

ish international relief was going to be carried out. As we also can see, it was not 

particularly important for the Swedish Red Cross to obtain the Government‘s 

support in this matter. The Swedish Red Cross was going to organize the expan-

sion of Swedish international relief work, and the Swedish Government was not 

expected to be active in carrying this out. Folke Bernadotte also emphasized how 
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urgent the matter was, as both Sweden's and the Swedish Red Cross's reputations 

were in jeopardy.  

With such far-reaching occurrences in the world and since an end to the 

war is within reach in a not too distant future, it is of the uttermost impor-

tance that measures be immediately taken to outline the Swedish Red 

Cross's activities. Not only for our organization, but also for our country's 

position in the world, nothing is to be neglected that can be prepared and 

executed.
67

 

At this time, during the early part of the autumn of 1943, the Swedish Govern-

ment does not seem to have shown any interest in participation in international 

relief work. It is plausible that this was the reason why it was so self-evident for 

the Swedish Red Cross that the organization was going to have the front position 

in carrying out Swedish international relief. It is also possible that this was the 

reason why the organization did not put much effort into the matter of obtaining 

the Government‘s approval. However, as has been shown here, the Swedish Red 

Cross found it necessary to start participating in international issues. 

    As has been pointed out, the document referred to here was classified as 

confidential and the intent was presumably that it was only going to be viewed 

by members of the board of the Swedish Red Cross. In this document, Folke 

Bernadotte also made his opinions known on what the order of priority should be 

concerning the direction of relief efforts. He argued that the Nordic countries 

ought to be prioritized, after that possibly the Baltic countries and Germany. 

The Swedish Red Cross humanitarian work ought to be concentrated to 

Finland, Norway - Denmark, if necessary - the Baltic countries and possi-

bly Germany. Help to the Scandinavian countries and Baltic countries 

ought not to require any further explanations. The reason that I also men-

tioned Germany is that Sweden, as a neutral country with old cultural 
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bonds and other connections to Germany, probably has better prerequisites 

than the Germany hostile countries do to make a significant and valuable 

contribution there.
68

  

In this suggested outlining of Swedish international relief, no discussion about 

where relief was most needed surfaced. The Nordic countries were going to be 

prioritized, and this can be explained by the fact that Swedish politics, during the 

war and the years immediately after it, were coloured by a "Nordic prerogative", 

as Swedish historian Mikael Byström argues. This meant that the Swedish Gov-

ernment considered itself to first and foremost be responsible for the Nordic peo-

ple.
69

 As demonstrated, the ―Nordic prerogative‖ also appears to have been deci-

sive for the Swedish Red Cross‘s outlining of Swedish international relief work. 

Within the Swedish Red Cross, there was no question about under what lead-

ership Swedish international relief was going to be carried out. However, at the 

beginning of 1944, it becomes evident that the Swedish Government was making 

other plans and wanted international relief to be gathered under a government 

body. Because of the Government's plan, the Swedish Red Cross's self-

proclaimed authority in the matter was challenged.     

Government interference in relief work - a threat or an opening of new pos-

sibilities? 

In January 1944, the Swedish Committee for International Relief was estab-

lished, and as has been shown earlier, its purpose was to co-ordinate and support 

Swedish international relief. In March 1944, this government committee was 

functioning, and the Swedish Government allocated 100 million Swedish Crowns 
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to the re-building of Europe, funds that were to be partly distributed by the newly 

established committee.
70

 

Establishment of the government committee meant that the Swedish Red 

Cross was no longer alone in claiming authority in carrying out Swedish interna-

tional relief work. It became necessary for the Swedish Red Cross to outline its 

relationship to the government committee. Prince Carl, the chairman of the or-

ganization, wrote in a PM in February 1944, that the Swedish Red Cross was 

willing to support the establishment of the government committee. Even so, the 

organization still expected to have full freedom to carry out its relief activities in 

whatever way it desired. 

In the reply, the board (of the Swedish Red Cross) supported the letter to 

the King with regard to the establishment of a royal committee for the sup-

port of relief and rebuilding after the armistice. This was done with the ex-

planation that the Swedish Red Cross had unquestioned freedom to carry 

out its activities for humanitarian relief after the war in all areas of activity 

that the organization found it necessary to participate in. The board (of the 

Swedish Red Cross) also referred to the fact that the Swedish Red Cross, 

like all other Red Cross organizations, had special duties, before other hu-

manitarian relief organizations, with regard to international aid.
71

 

The Swedish Red Cross was apparently ambivalent towards the Government's 

initiative. Even if the organization was willing to give the government committee 

its support, it was not willing to subordinate itself to it. Prince Carl also empha-

sized that the Swedish Red Cross had important duties on the international arena. 

As has been demonstrated here, he also argued that the work of the Red Cross, 

both nationally and internationally, was more important than that of other relief 
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organizations. As can be noted, even if the Swedish Red Cross supported the 

government committee, the organization emphasized its independence and also 

that it was an organization of both national and international importance. 

If the Swedish Red Cross were to subordinate its work to the Swedish Gov-

ernment, the consequence could be that it lost its independence. On the other 

hand, if the organization were to stay outside the Government‘s plan altogether, 

it was possible that it would lose an opportunity to influence the outlining of 

Swedish international relief. The solution for the organization appears to have 

been to obtain a seat on the board of the government committee. Another motiva-

tion for being part of the government committee, despite the desire to remain 

self-governing, was that the Swedish Red Cross wanted a share of the financial 

contribution the Swedish Government had allocated to international relief work.  

The board further considers 

that the Swedish Red Cross – and via the organization, even though indi-

rectly, other humanitarian relief organizations that the Swedish Red Cross 

co-operates with – ought to be represented in the royal committee for Swe-

den's participation in relief and re-building after the war. Such a desire has 

been forwarded to the Government. The board of the Swedish Red Cross 

also wish to be remembered when the Government‘s 100 million Swedish 

Crowns are to be divided.
72

 

The situation was evidently complicated for the Swedish Red Cross. However, 

the organization decided to join the government committee, if not it would have 

lost an opportunity to both influence the outlining of Swedish international relief 

and gain funds. 
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The Swedish Government‟s participation in international relief work  

As we have seen, the ―Nordic prerogative‖ was decisive not only for the Swedish 

Government, but also for the Swedish Red Cross in the outlining of Swedish in-

ternational relief. As we also have seen earlier, the Swedish Government was re-

luctant to subordinate itself to the League of Nations prior to the war. The Swed-

ish Government appears to have had strenuous relationships with other UN or-

ganizations during as well as after the war. Cay Sevón who belongs to the school 

of political science, shows in her work that, at the end of the war and the years 

after it, the Swedish Government‘s relationship to UNRRA was problematical. 

She also shows that the Swedish Government argued against the way UNRRA 

used relief actions, implying that these were turned into political weapons. This 

was one reason for not wanting to co-operate with the organization. Another rea-

son for the reluctance to participate in or subordinate itself to the work of UN-

RRA was that the Swedish Government wanted to stay out of political conflicts 

as much as possible. However, Cay Sevón also stresses that the Swedish Gov-

ernment was ambivalent about this policy. The Swedish Government wanted as 

much attention as possible for Swedish relief actions, but at the same time the 

Government wanted Sweden to be seen to participate in international relief ac-

tivities. The advantage of performing relief actions bilaterally was that maximum 

publicity was gained for Sweden, and thereby goodwill was created for the coun-

try.
73

 The Swedish Government also began to consider the importance of gener-

ating goodwill and counteracting international critique, though, preferably under 

its own patronage and not, as we have seen, via international organizations. 

One exception, which also supports Cay Sevón‘s claim about the Govern-

ment‘s ambivalence in this, was made from this policy. When UNICEF re-

quested financial support for its relief actions in 1948, a financial contribution 

was made from the Government. The reason to approve making a contribution 

this time was that it could help to ward off some of the critique that had been di-

rected at the country. 
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Firstly, the Swedish Government – which contributed the 2 1/2 million 

[Swedish Crowns] –avoids the critique against Swedish "isolationism", 

which unfortunately has been noted in different areas, by referring to its 

substantial contribution and positive action regarding the international co-

operation‘s interests.
74

 

Making a donation to UNICEF was considered to help counteract critique and 

Folke Bernadotte was evidently right in his prediction that Sweden was going to 

be criticized for its policy of non-participation during the war. As demonstrated 

here, the Swedish Government used its contribution to international aid as a 

mean to counteract critique. This time a donation was made to UNICEF, but later 

in the book we will see that payments to non-Swedish organizations were a com-

plicated issue. However, the notion that the Government considered the use of 

relief work to be a good strategy to improve Sweden‘s reputation internationally 

was confirmed a couple of years later.  

In 1951, the head of the Political Department at the Swedish Foreign Office, 

Claes Carbonnier, brought attention to the matter of the Swedish Government‘s 

participation in international relief work. He discussed the subject in a confiden-

tial document that was distributed among members of the Swedish Government.  

The foreign politics that Sweden executes imply that our country declines 

to participate in international military co-operation. Sweden does not 

pledge itself to any specific actions with regard to armament. We have in-

creased our defence budget, but in tables of defence expenditures in rela-

tion to national incomes or to the Government's total expenditures that 

usually are rendered - they may or may not be correct - Sweden places it-

self on the lower part of the scale. 

Our general foreign politics are given considerable attention. They are 

sometimes criticized for being egoistic. In many places in the world, the 
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opinion is that we take advantage of other countries‘ defence efforts when 

we decline to join the Atlantic Pact.
75

 

The outlining of Sweden‘s foreign politics had been imbued by a non-

participation policy, and as we have seen, the reluctance to join any pacts had 

been noted and criticized internationally. It was not only the disinclination to join 

military treaties that had been criticized, but critique for not being benevolent in 

contributions to international aid had also been put forward. According to Claes 

Carbonnier, large amounts of money had been allocated to international relief by 

the Swedish Government immediately after the war.  However, by the end of the 

forties, Swedish contributions were non-existent and this was noted internation-

ally. Sweden was in a more advantageous financial situation than many other 

countries were and was considered to be able to contribute more. Claes Carbon-

nier made a suggestion concerning how this critique could be counteracted, and 

his solution was to increase the Government‘s contribution to international aid.
76

  

The perception of our foreign politics would no doubt take a favourable 

turn if generosity in international relief work were to be carried out. You 

could say that, when it comes to international charity, a generous attitude 

better emphasizes our desire to stay out of political and military engage-

ments.
77

 

The contribution made to UNICEF was apparently not enough – Sweden should 

be able to contribute more. As we can see, Claes Carbonnier considered that in-
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creased support to international aid could be a mean of overshadowing the Swed-

ish Government‘s reluctance to otherwise participate in international issues. 

Claes Carbonnier pointed out four different areas that were suitable for Swedish 

authorities to increase contributions to. These were: aid for refugees, support to 

the reconstruction of Korea, support to underdeveloped countries, and increased 

contributions to international aid for children.
78 

A need to counteract international critique of the Swedish foreign politics pur-

sued both during and after the war was recognized during this period of time by 

both the Swedish Red Cross and the Swedish Government. As has been demon-

strated, the discussions were permeated by arguments about how important it was 

to improve Sweden‘s international reputation.  No arguments about the need to 

support war-ravaged countries for humanitarian reasons surfaced. Political mo-

tives and power struggles seem to have eclipsed compassionate reasons for pro-

viding relief.  

The changing policy concerning participation in international issues affected 

Rädda Barnen too, and the organization also began to undertake measures to be a 

part of this expansion. 

Rädda Barnen and Swedish international relief work 

As pointed out earlier, during the interwar years Rädda Barnen withdraws from 

international relief work altogether. The reason for this, according to the organi-

zation, was a lack of funds. Rädda Barnen remained a member of its international 

union, but the relief work the organization carried out took place mostly within 

Sweden.
79

 At the outbreak of WWII, this policy changed, and relief work was 

also directed to our Nordic neighbours. The bulk of that relief was directed to 

Finland, but to some extent to Norway and Denmark too. Apart from distributing 

aid, Rädda Barnen also, for instance, initiated the transportation of 70,000 Fin-

nish children to Sweden.
80

 We will return to this later in the book, but for now 

just establish that the organization‘s activities increased during the war.  
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The International council for child relief 

Rädda Barnen did not have the same authority and impact on questions concern-

ing relief as the Swedish Red Cross had during the war. Rädda Barnen chose to 

more or less stay out of international relief efforts prior to and during most of 

WWII.
81

 Towards the end of 1943, the organization started to become more ac-

tive in questions concerning international relief work, and an attempt was made 

to fortify its position within this field. In December 1944, Rädda Barnen tried to 

gather all Swedish international relief work for children under its auspices. The 

plan was that an international council for child relief was to be established and 

governed by the organization. Rädda Barnen wanted all associations with child 

relief on their programme to be represented in, and answerable to, the council. 

All member organizations had to pledge to account for all actions planned and 

carried out for children to the council. This included the actual performance of 

relief activities as well as the gathering and distribution of collected funds. All 

these activities were going to be dealt with by the council.
82

  

If establishment of the council were realized, this would mean that Rädda Ba-

rnen was in charge of all Swedish relief work for children and that the organiza-

tion‘s position would be strengthened. Rädda Barnen approached the Swedish 

Red Cross and requested that the organization appoint two representatives to the 

council. The Swedish Red Cross declined the request and replied that the organi-

zation did not think this was the most suitable solution for the organization of 

child relief. Nor did the organization want to take a stand on the matter until the 

Swedish Committee for International Relief had been appointed. The Swedish 

Red Cross wanted to await the government committee's instructions for non-

governmental organizations‘ participation in humanitarian aid.  

The national board (of the Swedish Red Cross) realizes that Rädda Barnen 

has an exceptional position with regard to child relief, but doubts that the 

suggestion made by the national board of Rädda Barnen to establish a 

council for children is the most suitable solution for international co-
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operation on the issue of care for children. During the meeting in January, 

the board (of the Swedish Red Cross) decided to point out in its reply to 

the national board of Rädda Barnen that the organization could not decide 

on the question before the royal committee for post-war relief work has 

been established and the committee and the Government have outlined in-

structions for non-governmental organizations‘ participation in post-war 

relief work.
83

 

As we can see here, the Swedish Red Cross was unwilling to subordinate itself to 

Rädda Barnen. The organization referred to the Swedish Committee for Interna-

tional Relief, wishing to await the government committee‘s opinions on the mat-

ter. The Swedish Red Cross was clearly not inclined to give its support to Rädda 

Barnen‘s council. 

 The negative response from the Swedish Red Cross did not cause Rädda Ba-

rnen to give up its attempt to be the major organizer of relief work for children. 

In March 1944, Margit Levinson, the chairwoman of Rädda Barnen, brought the 

question of a council for child relief to the attention of the Swedish Committee 

for International Relief.
84

 The president of the government committee, Birger 

Ekeberg, sided with the Swedish Red Cross and made known that he did not con-

sider that Rädda Barnen should be exclusively in charge of relief work for chil-

dren. He had no objections to Rädda Barnen representing "closely related" com-

mittees that worked for children.  Birger Ekberg argued however, that it was 

most suitable that organizations such as the Swedish Red Cross be co-ordinated 

under the support of the government committee. 
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The question about a special council for international relief work for chil-

dren that had been raised by Mrs Levinson was discussed. The chairman 

was of the opinion that he saw no hinder for Rädda Barnen to gather 

closely related organizations under its auspices, to be represented by the 

chairman of Rädda Barnen in the Swedish Committee for International Re-

lief. Co-ordination between the organizations that especially worked for 

children and other relief organizations, such as the Swedish Red Cross, 

should be accomplished under the auspices of the Swedish Committee for 

International Relief.
85

 

Birger Ekeberg did not support the establishment of a council either, and Rädda 

Barnen‘s attempt to gather relief for children under its patronage failed. As has 

been demonstrated here, the organization made an attempt to fortify its position 

by trying to become predominant within the field of relief work for children. This 

attempt was met with reluctance from both the Swedish Red Cross and the Swed-

ish Committee for International Relief.  

The chairman of the government committee evidently paid a great deal of at-

tention to the chairman of the Swedish Red Cross, Prince Carl‘s opinions on the 

matter. Prior to giving his reply to Rädda Barnen, Birger Ekeberg had been ap-

proached by Prince Carl, who made his opinion on the matter clear. He did not 

want to see the establishment of a council for child relief realized. He pointed out 

to Birger Ekeberg that two of the larger organizations that worked for children in 

Sweden, Relief for Norway
86

 and the Committee for Relief to the Children of 

Finland,
87

 had already declined Rädda Barnen's request.  

I seem to remember that I mentioned to you, the other day when you vis-

ited me at the national board of the Red Cross, that two of the largest or-

ganizations that have worked for humanitarian aid after the war, Relief to 

Norway and the Committee for Relief to the Children of Finland have al-

ready declined Rädda Barnen's request to appoint two representatives to 
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the "Council", another equally important organization "The Co-ordination 

Committee for Relief in the Nordic region‖
88

 is now also going to be dis-

solved. I think I should inform you that I, at the next board meeting, which 

takes place right after Easter, will most likely recommend that the board of 

the Swedish Red Cross decline Rädda Barnen's request. I don't think Count 

Folke Bernadotte has decided on the matter yet. It would be of value 

though if he could notify me before the board meeting (probably on the 

14
th

 of April) about in what way you and your committee have planned to 

organize relief work for children after the war, I hope without a "Rädda 

Barnen Council".
89

 

At the same time as Prince Carl acknowledged that Rädda Barnen had an excep-

tional position regarding child relief, he rejected the idea of the organization be-

ing in charge of such a task. As demonstrated, the Swedish Red Cross was not 

willing to give up its position for Rädda Barnen. The Swedish Red Cross and the 

Swedish Committee for International Relief appear to have co-operated in this 

issue and succeeded in preventing Rädda Barnen from fortifying its position, at 

least in this instance. 

A few days later, on the 1
st
 of April 1944, the Swedish Red Cross forwarded 

its official and final decision on the matter to the board of Rädda Barnen. Prince 

Carl expressed his doubts about the usefulness of a council being established and 

declined Rädda Barnen's request to support the council.  His reply was more or 

less identical to that given by Birger Ekeberg. He also pointed out that there was 

no obstacle to Rädda Barnen serving as advisor to less experienced organizations 

that worked with child relief. However, the Swedish Red Cross was not going to 

be subordinated to this council. 
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The same doubts are probably existent amongst other larger humanitarian 

relief organizations, which also have declined participation in the Council. 

The board (of the Swedish Red Cross) thinks it should be left to president 

Ekeberg's committee to – possibly with the two internationally established, 

permanent relief organizations Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross – 

decide how co-operation in this question most suitably should be arranged. 

This does not mean that Rädda Barnen through its Council cannot serve as 

an experienced advisor for less experienced humanitarian organizations 

that desire to conduct relief efforts for children in war-ravaged countries.
90

 

The Swedish Red Cross did not want to be subordinated to Rädda Barnen, but 

Prince Carl did state that it was possible for the government committee to co-

operate with the Swedish Red Cross and Rädda Barnen, as both organizations 

were "internationally established".
91

 It comes across as having been a struggle of 

power; the Swedish Red Cross accepted that Rädda Barnen participated to some 

extent, but not in front of the organization.   

Evidently the Swedish Red Cross had a great impact on the Swedish Commit-

tee for International Relief.  Rädda Barnen‘s position was not significant enough 

at this time to enable the organization to secure the field of child relief for itself, 

and therefore the attempt to establish a council for child relief failed. 

However, Rädda Barnen managed to gather quite a few organizations and 

committees that worked with relief for children under its patronage. A month af-

ter the Swedish Red Cross's reply, in May 1944, the chairman of Rädda Barnen, 

Margit Levinson, represented nine different organizations and committees at the 
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Swedish Committee for International Relief.
92

 Even if Rädda Barnen had failed 

to establish a council for child relief, the organization still managed to advance 

its position within this field and appears to have managed to challenge the Swed-

ish Red Cross.  

Concluding discussion 

In this chapter, we have seen how the Swedish Government‘s decision to remain 

neutral throughout the war affected the outlining of Swedish international relief 

work. During most parts of the war, the outlining of relief work was imbued with 

a policy of non-participation in relief work in countries outside the Nordic re-

gion. However, towards the end of the war, it was found that the policy of only 

providing relief to Nordic countries had to be re-negotiated. Worries about Swe-

den‘s reputation after the war surfaced. A need to counteract possible critique 

was established, and this was going to be done by expanding international relief 

work. For the Swedish Red Cross, it was evident that this task was going to be 

carried out with the organization in the front position. But the need to partake in 

international relief work was also acknowledged by the Swedish Government 

towards the end of the war. The Swedish Committee for International Relief was 

established for the purpose of co-ordinating and supporting Swedish international 

relief work. The establishment of this committee created a struggle around gain-

ing organizational space. The Swedish Red Cross evidently became challenged 

by the Government‘s decision to enter the arena of relief work, and a need to for-

tify its position began to surface within the organization. The Swedish Red Cross 

had to outline its relationship with the Swedish Government in this matter and 

clarified what the boundaries for this affiliation were. 

It was not only the Swedish Government and the Swedish Red Cross that be-

came participants in the struggle that surfaced. Rädda Barnen also wanted to be 

part of the expansion of Swedish international relief work and attempted to for-

tify its position within this field too. If Rädda Barnen had succeeded, the organi-

zation would have been able to strengthen its position within the field of Swedish 

international relief work. Rädda Barnen‘s attempt failed, but the organization 

was clearly considered a competitor by the Swedish Red Cross. As demonstrated 
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the organization put a great deal of effort into preventing Rädda Barnen from tak-

ing over child relief. Rädda Barnen‘s struggle to establish a council for child re-

lief was unsuccessful, but even so the organization managed to strengthen its po-

sition. The organization became a participant in the struggle to gain a dominant 

position in matters dealing with children.    

Both Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross came to be represented on the 

board of the Swedish Committee for International Relief, where the struggle for 

organizational space continued. Another important participant was the Swedish 

feminist and Social Democrat Alva Myrdal, who was appointed head of the sec-

tion that dealt with relief to non-Nordic countries.  
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Chapter III 

A new national arena for actors and         

organizations – the Swedish Committee for 

International Relief 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, we discussed the events and debates that followed when 

the Swedish Government started to take an interest in Swedish international re-

lief work. One result of the Government‘s interest was the establishment of the 

Swedish Committee for International Relief. In this chapter, we will see how the 

debates were conducted and what the consequences of these interactions were for 

Rädda Barnen. In 1946, the Swedish European Relief was established by, among 

others, non-governmental organizations in Sweden. What consequence the estab-

lishment of this association had will also be the discussed. Focus here will be on 

the following questions: How were the interactions between non-governmental 

organizations and governmental authorities conducted? What significance did 

these interactions have for the development of Rädda Barnen? In order to answer 

these questions it is necessary to also look more closely upon the argumentation 

and political new points staked out by representatives of the involved organiza-

tions. 

As pointed out in the previous chapter, Alva Myrdal was head of the section 

that dealt with relief to countries outside of the Nordic region within the Swedish 

Committee for International Relief. As such she played an important role in the 
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interactions that took place within the government committee. Like Folke Ber-

nadotte, Alva Myrdal expressed concerns about the Swedish Government‘s re-

luctance to participate in international issues during the war. Before taking a 

closer look at the discussions that took place within the board of the Swedish 

Committee for International Relief, we will examine her opinions on the outlin-

ing of Swedish foreign politics. 

Alva Myrdal‟s views on Swedish participation on the international arena 

Like Folke Bernadotte, Alva Myrdal argued that Sweden ought to participate in 

international politics and issues. She was critical of the politics of isolationism 

that were enforced by the government and pointed out that the influx of both 

ideological and political ideas was going to increase after the war.  

Peace will be a state of revolution, mainly when it comes to the area of 

ideologies in a small neutral country that gathered all its strength to build 

up a strong resistance to be able to stay out of the war.
93

 

As demonstrated here, she predicted that once the politics of isolationism were 

no longer imposed, an influx of different beliefs would create a commotion 

within Sweden.  In the essay, she pointed out that this flood of ideas to which the 

Swedish people would be subjected would inevitably change their perception of 

the world.  Alva Myrdal also emphasized that if the world was to remain in a 

state of calm, a vigorous effort would be needed in world politics – an effort that 

she argued was impossible for the Swedish Government to stay out of. She also 

pointed out that working for humanitarian ideals was much more important than 

working for national ones.
94 

 Both Alva Myrdal and Folke Bernadotte considered it imperative that the 

Swedish Government participate in international issues. However, the question 

of how participation on the international arena was to be organized, and more 

importantly by which organization or authorities, became a source of conflict. 

One such occasion was when a relief action aimed at children in France was go-
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ing to be carried out. Below we will take a closer look at how this issue was dealt 

with by the different parties and also see what consequences this would have for 

Rädda Barnen. 

Relief to children in France 

In August 1944, an investigation of how relief work for children in France was to 

be carried out was made by the Swedish Committee for International Relief. Alva 

Myrdal, as head of the section for relief outside the Nordic countries, was han-

dling the matter. A suggestion was made that Rädda Barnen and two other com-

mittees working with questions of aid to France should start a fund-raising cam-

paign. The funds collected should mainly be used for the care of children and 

youth, but should also be made available for other relief actions. The committees 

that worked for relief to France already existed, one of which was under the pa-

tronage of the Swedish Red Cross. However, Alva Myrdal wanted the Govern-

ment to be in charge even if performance of the relief work was to be dele-

gated.
95

 

 In September 1944, the matter was brought up for discussion during a meet-

ing within the government committee. Rädda Barnen's chairman Margit Levin-

son supported the suggestion that relief for children in France should be gathered 

under the Government‘s support. The Swedish Red Cross, on the other hand, 

wanted to stall a decision on the matter. No Red Cross representative was able to 

attend the meeting, but had via a letter expressed opinions on the topic. Apart 

from wishing to halt a decision on the matter, the Swedish Red Cross wanted to 

appoint a special committee for further investigation. The Swedish Red Cross 

also pointed out that persons who represented cultural and commercial Swedish-

French connections ought to be represented in the committee for relief to chil-

dren in France that was about to be established.
96

 

Rädda Barnen approved of the suggestion to establish a committee for relief to 

children in France under the support of the Swedish Government. Naturally, the 

organization had a great deal to gain if a resolution to let it be part of the relief 
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action for children in France was passed. Even if responsibility for the relief ac-

tion would be shared, Rädda Barnen would still obtain funds and gain access to a 

field that previously come across as having been demarcated by the Swedish Red 

Cross. Gaining access to this field was going to help strengthen Rädda Barnen‘s 

position. The Swedish Red Cross‘s wish to use relief work for children in France 

as an opportunity to promote Swedish business and cultural interests was re-

jected, and the organization was overruled in this matter. The task of providing 

relief to children in France was commissioned to the organizations present at the 

meeting, one of which was Rädda Barnen. The organization was thereby given 

an opportunity to participate in a relief action abroad. As has become visible 

here, a struggle over being in charge of this task surfaced, and it appears as if 

Rädda Barnen emerged successfully from this conflict. 

It was decided that the organizations and committees present at the meeting 

would share the funds that were gathered. If any disagreements surfaced, the sec-

tion for relief to non-Nordic countries that Alva Myrdal represented was to medi-

ate. Apparently she anticipated conflicts and she also considered it necessary for 

the government committee to be in charge of this action. 

It was decided that all funds gathered through this collection (as a sugges-

tion called Relief for the Children of France) were to be shared by the three 

organizations. A desire was also expressed that new ideas for collections 

that might be suggested should be discussed within the working committee 

and be carried out jointly. Mrs Myrdal explained that the section of the 

Swedish Committee for International Relief that worked for non-Nordic 

countries was prepared to mediate if disagreements on the issues should 

occur.
97

 

In the previous chapter, we saw that the leaders of the Swedish Red Cross had an 

influence on the decisions made by the Swedish Committee for International Re-

lief.  This became evident when Rädda Barnen wanted to establish a council for 
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child relief. Rädda Barnen‘s request for support in the founding of such a council 

was rejected by Birger Ekberg, after pressure from the chairman of the Swedish 

Red Cross, Prince Carl. However, as we have seen, Alva Myrdal was not suscep-

tible to the arguments put forward by the Swedish Red Cross. She was doubtful 

about non-governmental organizations‘ abilities, and sometimes also seemingly 

reluctant. This became evident when, by the end of 1944, she made it known 

how she considered that Swedish international relief work should be outlined. 

Alva Myrdal's "principle viewpoints" 

Alva Myrdal‘s opinions on how and by whom Swedish international relief 

should be organized differed from those put forward by the leaders of the Swed-

ish Red Cross. In December 1944, she formulated her "principle viewpoints" on 

how she considered that Swedish international relief should be carried out. Alva 

Myrdal argued that the Government should be in charge of the relief actions but 

different tasks could be delegated to non-governmental organizations such as 

Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross.
98

 However, that the Swedish Gov-

ernment was the benefactor should be clearly marked on any goods that were dis-

tributed.  

I.  Deliveries of material 

Principle. Medicine, goods and other consignments, possibly remittances, 

financed by the Government will be distributed directly from S.I.H
99

 with 

a committed official letter from S.I.H and with S.I.H as the sender. 

Exceptions 

1.  If any practical obstacles to such an arrangement should occur, the Red 

Cross will be used as a front.  It should also then be stated to the recipient - 
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with whatever postponement is suitable - as well as to the Swedish general 

public, that the Government is funding the consignment.
100

  

In her opinion, the Swedish Red Cross was a suitable administrator for medical 

aid. Rädda Barnen and a few other relief organizations could be given other spe-

cialized tasks. The question of having those tasks co-ordinated and funded by the 

government committee had to be solved on a case-by-case basis. She emphasized 

that the Swedish Government was in charge. As has been demonstrated here, she 

also highlighted that if any problems occurred ―the Swedish Red Cross will be 

used as a front‖.
101

 

Alva Myrdal expressed the opinion that there ought to be a possibility for in-

dividual organizations that gathered funds from the public to receive financial 

support from the Government. However, the Government contribution should be 

proportional to what the organization had managed to raise. She pointed out that 

this should apply to organizations such as the Swedish Red Cross and Rädda Ba-

rnen as well. 

If individual organizations that gather funds for a specific purpose should 

in certain cases receive contributions from the Government, these should 

be proportional to the funds the organization itself has gathered. (Compare 

to Relief for Norway; this could also be of interest regarding the feeding of 

children in France, Rädda Barnen, the Red Cross or any other organization. 

This should be tested in each individual case).
102
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 I. Materialleveranser. 
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Alva Myrdal argued that all organizations should be treated equally when it came 

to government contributions. Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross had no 

special status with regard to receiving government donations or being designated 

certain tasks. For social activities, on a larger scale, Alva Myrdal did not see any 

particular organization as the natural leader. She argued that those kinds of ac-

tivities should be co-ordinated under the government committee, or some other 

co-ordinating organization. Alva Myrdal gave Poland as an example of a country 

where a larger-scale relief effort could be necessary to carry out. However, in Po-

land, she considered it necessary for the government committee to co-ordinate 

the relief-work. Hospitals, clinics, transportation, etc. were areas for the Swedish 

Red Cross, while aid to children was a task for Rädda Barnen. Even if Alva 

Myrdal considered Rädda Barnen suitable for providing relief for children, this 

did not mean that the organization was capable of being in charge of the estab-

lishment of children‘s homes.  

3. relief for children, for instance a "Children's Village" (which is a natural 

task for Rädda Barnen), the founding of children's homes (which firstly 

should be in the form of rescue homes, then remade into permanent homes, 

and then gradually transferred into Polish ownership, is a task without any 

decided responsible authority). 
103

 

Alva Myrdal did not entrust the Swedish Red Cross or Rädda Barnen with being 

solely in charge of any international relief actions. Each organization could be 

designated specific tasks, but no single organization had the ability to lead and 

organize relief work on a larger scale. 

Alva Myrdal argued that the Swedish Red Cross's abilities to carry out, and be 

in charge of, relief actions were limited. The organization was not suited to per-

forming such a diversified task as co-ordinating transportation, clinics, doctors 

and other expertise in the area. This was something that the government commit-

tee or any other special co-operation organization had to be in charge of. 
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 The Swedish Committee for International Relief or another special co-

operation organization has to be responsible for all these issues and choose 

a central administrator. Preferably chosen from Swedish authorities. 

Transportation to and from Sweden, used by clinics, doctors and other ex-

perts etc, those questions have to be decided for the whole area in a uni-

form way. Up to now, none of the organizations, including the Red Cross, 

is structured for such a diversified task, and one that is so changing with 

regard to beginning and completion times.
104

 

By questioning the Swedish Red Cross‘s abilities in international relief work, it 

appears as if Alva Myrdal fortified and secured the Government‘s position within 

this field. This was an arena that she argued should be under government control. 

Non-governmental organizations were to be given access, but Alva Myrdal 

clearly considered that the Government should be in charge of Swedish interna-

tional relief. 

Opinions about the leadership under which Swedish international relief was 

going to be performed differed between Alva Myrdal and Folke Bernadotte. To 

Alva Myrdal, it was not at all self-evident that Swedish relief work should be or-

ganized under the patronage of the Swedish Red Cross. Alva Myrdal‘s critique of 

the Swedish Red Cross together with her ―principle viewpoints‖ created an in-

tense debate between her and the leaders of the Swedish Red Cross. 

The conflict between Alva Myrdal and the Swedish Red Cross 

Alva Myrdal's opinions on how and most importantly by which organization re-

lief should be carried out caused a conflict between her and the leaders of the 

Swedish Red Cross. There were several reasons why she did not consider the 

Swedish Red Cross suitable to be in charge of relief actions. If the Swedish 

Committee for International Relief should decide to let the Swedish Red Cross 

co-ordinate relief efforts, Alva Myrdal argued that the organization needed to be 
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thoroughly examined and she brought in political dimensions in her evaluation of 

the organization. As for instance, did she raise questions concerning representa-

tion of social class and gender among the members and leaders of the Red Cross. 

1. The question of the Red Cross's connection to the Swedish military 

authorities: democratization so as to become a more civilian relief 

organization  

2. the question of the Red Cross's members and leaders: democratiza-

tion through elections (or appointments) of representatives from 

organizations  anchored in the general public and/or  social broad-

ening of permanently employed members,  

3. the question of women's position within the Red Cross (compare to 

the delegation of so- called women's work): democratization so as 

to promote equality between the sexes.
105

 

This was provocative for the Swedish Red Cross, and the reply came almost im-

mediately. The question of the organization's relationship to military authorities 

had never been posed before. According to Folke Bernadotte the question was 

groundless. An investigation that the Swedish Red Cross had undertaken showed 

that 43% of the organization's members came from the working class. Folke Ber-

nadotte also pointed out that the number of male members was low compared to 

the number of women members. The reason for this was that medical care was 

mainly a women's issue.
106

 In his reply to Alva Myrdal's principle viewpoints, 

Folke Bernadotte expressed his disagreement. He argued that the Swedish Red 

Cross should have the front position in carrying out Swedish international relief 
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work. He also considered that the organization should be in charge of the distri-

bution of aid, at least most of the time. 

During a journey to Great Britain where he met representatives of, for in-

stance, UNRRA, Folke Bernadotte had presented the Swedish Red Cross as a 

representative of Sweden. He argued during this journey that the Swedish Red 

Cross was most suitable to be at forefront of Swedish international relief. The 

reason for this was Swedish neutrality, which made it unsuitable for the Swedish 

Government to be associated with UNRRA. According to Folke Bernadotte, a 

desire for this had also been expressed by various parties during his journey in 

Great Britain.
 
 

On the recently completed journey to England and France that was under-

taken by representatives of the Swedish Committee for International Relief 

and the Swedish Red Cross, it was emphasized by everyone that it was 

most suitable that the Swedish Red Cross be in charge of a Swedish relief 

action. It was preferred that an organization with international status be in 

charge of a relief action rather than, for instance, one directed by the Swed-

ish Government.
107

 

Folke Bernadotte pointed out that even if the Swedish Red Cross was in charge 

of Swedish international relief, other organizations were not going to be ex-

cluded.  

The Swedish Red Cross ought to be at the forefront when relief actions are 

carried out by staff from Sweden and in most cases when it comes to the 

distribution of aid in foreign countries. This does not prevent the existence 

of a close and I hope good relationship with other organizations in solving 

the question of relief efforts to foreign countries after the war.
108
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Folke Bernadotte clearly considered that the Swedish Red Cross was the most 

suitable lead organization, even if other organizations would be part of Swedish 

international relief work as well.  

When looking at this conflict, Swedish the historian Jörg Lindner has also 

highlighted Alva Myrdal‘s reluctance towards the Swedish Red Cross. However, 

he explains the antagonism in terms of different views on government interfer-

ence in family life and different views on child-raising. Jörg Lindner introduces 

the likelihood that Alva Myrdal‘s animosity towards private welfare schemes 

was connected to her belief that they facilitate and maintain inequality. He em-

phasizes that Alva Myrdal considered that the Government and its bodies were 

ultimately responsible for Swedish citizens‘ welfare. Because of this, she advo-

cated collective child-raising in, for instance, public nurseries, whereas the opin-

ion within the Swedish Red Cross was that children were best raised in families. 

According to Jörg Lindner, this was why Alva Myrdal was critical towards the 

Swedish Red Cross and put forward her critique of the organization within the 

Swedish Committee for International Relief.
109

 

However, as we have seen, questions about what was in the best interest of 

children do not surface in this conflict. The core of the problem here concerned 

which organization or authority should be in charge of Swedish international re-

lief. This conflict was undoubtedly multi-layered, and the difference in political 

opinions about for instance, child-raising may have been one contributing factor 

underlying the antagonism between Alva Myrdal and Folke Bernadotte, but also 

the role of the government. 

Rädda Barnen remained passive throughout most of the discussion that took 

place between Folke Bernadotte and Alva Myrdal. However, a month after the 

conflict surfaced, Margit Levinson joined in on the debates. The trigger appears 

to have been when Folke Bernadotte as part of his critical reply to Alva Myrdal‘s 

viewpoints in respect to child relief in Poland made statements about Rädda Ba-

rnen‘s capacity.   

 If relief for children in Poland of a more permanent character is to be 

 organized, for instance in the form of a "Children's Village", Rädda 
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att ett intimt samarbete och som jag hoppas gott samarbete med övriga organisationer kan komma till 

stånd för lösande av den svenska efterkrigshjälpen till utlandet" 
109

 Lindner Jörg, Den svenska Tysklandshjälpen 1945-1954, Umeå 1988 , pp 65 



69 

 

 

 Barnen might be the right organization to carry out such a task, even 

 though Rädda Barnen as far as I know at the moment does not have 

 enough employees to do so.
110

 

Folke Bernadotte was reluctant about the idea of Rädda Barnen being in charge 

of relief actions. As demonstrated here, he diminished the organization‘s abilities 

to perform relief work on the scale that was required in, for instance, Poland. The 

reason for questioning Rädda Barnen‘s capacity appears to have been that he felt 

the organization posed a threat to the Swedish Red Cross. By portraying Rädda 

Barnen as inexperienced and lacking in resources,   

Folke Bernadotte attempted to present the Swedish Red Cross as the only or-

ganization that was suited to being in charge of international relief actions. An 

effort was made to fortify the Swedish Red Cross position within the field of 

Swedish international relief work. Rädda Barnen‘s chairman, Margit Levinson, 

disagreed with Folke Bernadotte and began to struggle for a more prominent po-

sition. 

Rädda Barnen's contribution to the debate within the Swedish Committee 

for International Relief 

Even if the core of the problem did not concern child relief, the question about 

who was going to be in charge of this field surfaced too. When Folke Bernadotte 

claimed that Rädda Barnen was not capable of carrying out a relief action on a 

larger scale, Margit Levinson joined the dispute.  At the outset, she was diplo-

matic in her response to Folke Bernadotte. In her reply, she pointed out that, in 

comparison to the Swedish Red Cross's work abroad, there was hardly any or-

ganization that had the same experience. At the same time, she did point out that 

within the Scandinavian countries Rädda Barnen had a fairly significant position 

as a relief organization too.  

                                                 

 
110

 Swedish National Archives, Kommittén för svensk internationell hjälpverksamhet 1944-1950 VI Vo-

lym 1, P.M. med anledning av Fru Alva Myrdals synpunkter rörande frågan om SIH:s "verkställighet". 

Stockholm den 19 december 1944. Undertecknat F. Bernadotte af Wisborg. "Om en mera permanent 

barnhjälp skall organiseras I Polen exempelvis i form av "Barnens by" är måhända Rädda barnen den 

rätta organisationen att taga hand om en sådan uppgift, även om Rädda barnen mig veterligt åtminstone 

för närvarande ej disponerar over tillräcklig personal för att kunna lösa densamma" 



70 

 

 

 In foreign countries there are no separate organizations that can be 

 measured with the Red Cross; within Scandinavia there are other 

 relief organizations that have achieved as good results as the Red 

 Cross. Within its own area, Rädda Barnen, for instance, has achieved 

 a certain position and has a reputation as a humanitarian relief 

 organization.
111

 

She disagreed with Folke Bernadotte about Rädda Barnen's ability to acquire 

enough personnel to lead the permanent relief work in Poland. According to 

Margit Levinson, Rädda Barnen had the same capacity to succeed in such a task 

as the Swedish Red Cross did and the ability to obtain the necessary resources. 

She also pointed out that Rädda Barnen could meet any other needs that were re-

quired for the task. 

With regard to the more permanent relief activities in Poland, it is believed 

that Rädda Barnen has the same possibilities as the Red Cross to obtain the 

necessary staff and to fulfil the other requirements for children's homes.
112

 

She continued to promote and emphasize Rädda Barnen‘s abilities by pointing 

out that the organization did have an international character. Rädda Barnen had 

also provided relief in several different countries, although not always on a large 

scale.
113

 

Without in any way wanting to belittle the Red Cross or underestimate its 

possibilities to provide relief, I would like to point out that, for instance, 

owing to its international character, Rädda Barnen too has similar possi-
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bilities within its own area. Relief has been distributed via Rädda Barnen 

during the war, on larger or smaller scales, to: children in Sweden, Finland, 

Norway, Belgium, Holland, France, Greece, Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, 

Rumania, Russia, the island of Guernsey and to Jewish children in differ-

ent countries including Palestine.
114

 

As we can see, a struggle surfaced here too about both being in charge and gain-

ing the most prominent position, this time between Rädda Barnen and the Swed-

ish Red Cross. Margit Levinson was clearly trying to maintain and fortify Rädda 

Barnen‘s position within the field of child relief. Folke Bernadotte was evidently 

not willing to give up this position to Rädda Barnen. As a government represen-

tative who also had a say in where the government money should be spent, Alva 

Myrdal undoubtedly had the ―upper hand‖ in this conflict. As we have seen, 

Folke Bernadotte chose to go into a conflict with Alva Myrdal about who was 

going to be the authority within this field, whereas Margit Levinson chose a dif-

ferent strategy. She sided with Alva Myrdal on what position the Swedish Gov-

ernment should have in the performance of international relief work. She too em-

phasized how important it was that the Government have the lead position in this 

task. Margit Levinson also pointed out that governments were mainly liable for 

the re-building after the war. The reason for this was that they were responsible 

for what had happened in various ways. She also pointed out that Sweden was 

not entirely without blame for what had taken place during the war.  

On the whole, I considered it to be of the uttermost importance that it is the 

Swedish Government that is visible in this context. The new principle is 

that the governments as such consider themselves obliged to render assis-

tance and rebuild that which they have in various forms been accessories 
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to. Sweden ought not and cannot consider that it is free from responsibility 

for what has happened. 
115

 

With regard to the composition of the Swedish Red Cross, Margit Levinson 

again agreed with Alva Myrdal. In this matter her tone come across as having 

been sharper and she expressed doubts about the Swedish Red Cross‘s own in-

vestigation into the matter of which part of the Swedish public it represented. She 

thought that the working class was not adequately represented, and as Alva Myr-

dal had emphasized, the composition of the board revealed unfairness to women. 

With respect to the market research, performed by the Red Cross, the fig-

ures ought to show that the working class is involved to a lesser extent in 

the Red Cross, in proportion to its share of the population. In any case, the 

composition of the board does not show any special social breadth among 

its members. Neither does its composition reflect any justice to women.
116

 

It is not evident here whether this gave Rädda Barnen any more advantages than 

being allocated to being partly in charge of relief work for French children. 

However, the Swedish Government‘s interest within the field of international re-

lief work created a struggle of who was going to be the major organizer of Swed-

ish international relief work. Even if Alva Myrdal was hesitant about letting any 

non-governmental organization be in charge of relief actions on its own, some 

responsibility was transferred to Rädda Barnen in this instance..  

Whatever the opinions were about Rädda Barnen‘s abilities within this field, the 

organization had become important enough to be taken into consideration while 

outlining Swedish international relief. The conflict between the Swedish Red 
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Cross and the Government had created an opportunity for Rädda Barnen to en-

hance its position. Further signs that Rädda Barnen‘s position and significance 

increased became evident after the armistice. 

Rädda Barnen at the forefront of Swedish international relief? 

In 1946, Swedish non-governmental organizations established the Swedish 

European Relief. The purpose of founding this association was similar to the 

purpose of establishing the Swedish Committee for International Relief, to co-

ordinate and support Swedish international relief work.  The government com-

mittee still existed, but it appears as if Swedish non-governmental organizations 

gathered under the Swedish European Relief. The difference between the gov-

ernment committee and this association was that it was established and run by 

Swedish non-governmental organizations and did not carry out any relief actions 

on its own. These were carried out by the member relief organizations, for in-

stance Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross.
117

 The Swedish Committee for 

International Relief had a representative on the board of the Swedish European 

Relief and presumably this enabled the Government to have some influence on 

the association. 

 By the time the Swedish European Relief was established in 1946, Rädda Ba-

rnen‘s influence on the national arena had improved significantly. As we have 

seen earlier, by the end of the war and especially after the armistice, the number 

of members in the organization increased considerably. Another sign of the or-

ganization‘s increased importance within the field of international relief work 

was when Margit Levinson obtained the position as chairman of the national 

committee of the Swedish European Relief.
118

 Through this appointment, it ap-

pears as if Rädda Barnen attained a lead position in organizing Swedish interna-

tional relief work.  

Thirty-six different organizations in Sweden became members of the Swedish 

European Relief, but all of them were not relief organizations. Political associa-
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tions such as Sweden's Communist Youth Association, the Liberal Party's 

Women's Association and Sweden‘s Social Democrat Youth Association were 

represented.
119

 Religious associations were represented, such as The Free 

Churches Co-operation Association,
120

 and organizations representing occupa-

tional groups, students, unions and the Swedish Employers' Confederation
121

 

were also represented in the association.
122

  

By the end of 1946, the Swedish European Relief had gathered 24 million 

Swedish Crowns towards Swedish European Relief. By 1949, the last year the 

association was active, this amount had increased to 53 million Swedish 

Crowns.
123

 The largest sums were allocated to Germany and Austria. Germany 

received 12,350,000 Swedish Crowns plus another 10 million in contributions 

from the Swedish Government, and Austria received 8,850,000 million Swedish 

Crowns. The smallest contributions went to Albania and Czechoslovakia, where 

50,000 and 135,000 Swedish Crowns, respectively, were allocated. Substantial 

amounts were also allocated to Finland, France, Poland and Rumania, all under 

the auspices of the Swedish European Relief.
124

 As we can see above, this asso-

ciation had gathered a large number of different organizations under its patron-

age, and Rädda Barnen obtained a front position within it. Next we will see what 

significance the Swedish European Relief, with Margit Levinson as its chairman, 

would come to have in interactions with international organizations. 

Swedish European Relief and the United Nations Appeal for Children - the 

UNAC campaign  

During the early part of 1948, the Swedish Government made a request to the 

Swedish European Relief to participate in the United Nations Appeal for Chil-

dren, the UNAC campaign. The campaign was launched by the UN for the bene-

fit of the United Nations International Emergency Fund, UNICEF, founded in 

1946. The Government had been approached by the UN, but handed over the task 
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of participating in the campaign on Sweden‘s behalf to the Swedish European 

Relief. The association participated in the campaign and gathered funds in Swe-

den under the flag of UNAC, but was able to keep most of the proceeds. Ninety 

percent of the funds gathered went to Swedish relief actions carried out under the 

auspices of the Swedish European Relief.
125

 The association was willing to par-

ticipate in the campaign, but there were conditions attached if it was going to be 

involved. The money gathered in Sweden was expected to be available for use 

for Swedish activities, even if the funds were collected under the UN flag. Ten 

percent of the campaign proceeds were allocated to UNICEF, but the agreement 

was that this money should be spent in consultation with the Swedish European 

Relief.
126

 

The goal of the action  

1 day's pay to the Swedish European Relief for the worldwide UN appeal 

for children. It is taken for granted that the money gathered in Sweden 

mainly will be used to follow through Swedish actions that ongoing 

amongst children in war-ravaged countries in Europe.
127

 

As we can see here, in reality the Swedish European Relief was in charge of all 

the proceeds of this campaign. The money was reserved for Swedish organiza-

tions, which undoubtedly supported and strengthened their positions in interna-

tional relief work. Launching a campaign in Sweden under the UNAC name was 

advantageous for the Swedish European Relief. The organization and Sweden 

were seen to participate in an international appeal while staying in control of the 

proceeds gathered. The Swedish European Relief also decided where the money 

that was directed towards UNICEF should be spent, which meant that no relief 

activities carried out by Swedish organizations were decreed by the UN organiza-
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tion. Swedish organizations managed to maintain their positions within the arena 

of international relief work while taking part in an international campaign. Swed-

ish money went to Swedish organizations, or relief actions approved of by the 

Swedish European Relief. 

The UN's policy was to forward requests for support directly to different coun-

tries‘ governments, and not non-governmental organizations. When the request 

to support the UNAC campaign was forwarded to Swedish authorities, the Swed-

ish Foreign Office referred the request to Swedish non-governmental organiza-

tions. It appears as if the Swedish Government, through this act, had lost interest 

in Swedish international relief work and had given up this arena to Swedish non-

governmental organizations. 

Behind the formula of UNICEF, through the framework of the UN, the ac-

tive United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund hides. Swe-

den is a member of this organization, but no government contribution has 

been given to the organization. It has been considered more practical that 

the well-established Swedish private relief organizations continue this 

work under its own auspices.
128

 

Jörg Lindner argues that handing over the responsibility for international relief 

work to the non-governmental organizations was a deliberate strategy undertaken 

by the Swedish Government. The Government was in the midst of establishing a 

range of large-scale welfare measures and in this endeavour relations to non-

governmental organizations were politically rejected.
129

 We will return to this 

issue when we look at Rädda Barnen‘s activities within Sweden, but whatever 

the case was, the Swedish European Relief was apparently given responsibility 

for Swedish international relief work. Rädda Barnen had obtained an important 

position within the association which comes across as having cemented the or-

ganization‘s progress within the field of international relief work. 
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Concluding discussion 

In this chapter, we have seen how the Swedish Government‘s decision to inter-

fere in the organization of Swedish international relief work created conflicts be-

tween representatives of the Government and non-governmental organizations. 

These conflicts created an opportunity for Rädda Barnen to enhance its position. 

Between the Government and the Swedish Red Cross, the debate was clearly an 

issue of who was going to represent Sweden in international relief work. Rädda 

Barnen cautiously participated in the debate at the outset, but eventually Margit 

Levinson joined in on the discussions.  

During the conflicts, discussions about which organization or authority was 

best suited to what task frequently arose. It seems to have been a struggle over 

gaining influence over visions, goals and authority. The different actors that par-

ticipated in the struggle to become the major organizer for Swedish international 

relief work used different strategies to fortify their own organization‘s or author-

ity‘s position within this field.  

As has been demonstrated, it was evident to Alva Myrdal that the Swedish 

Government was in charge and for this reason decided where and by which or-

ganization relief should be carried out. That the Government had the lead posi-

tion in this, appears to have been non-negotiable for Alva Myrdal. Even if tasks 

were allocated to non-governmental organizations, they were going to be per-

formed under the Government‘s supervision. 

As we also have seen, the Swedish Red Cross perceived the Government‘s en-

trance on this arena as a threat to the organization. The Swedish Red Cross‘s po-

sition as the major organizer for Swedish international relief had never been chal-

lenged before, and the organization struggled intensely to maintain its position 

within this field.  

 The Swedish Red Cross evidently perceived Rädda Barnen as a competitor when 

the organization tried to gather relief work for children under its patronage. This 

seems to have been intensified when Rädda Barnen was partly allocated the task 

of providing relief to children in France. The conflict between Alva Myrdal and 

Folke Bernadotte created an opportunity for Rädda Barnen to enhance its posi-

tion and Rädda Barnen started to challenge the Swedish Red Cross.  

As Alva Myrdal had questioned the Swedish Red Cross, Folke Bernadotte be-

gan questioning Rädda Barnen‘s possibilities to carry out international relief ac-
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tions. The outcome of this strategy was evidently unsuccessful, and it backfired 

on the Swedish Red Cross. Instead of weakening Rädda Barnen‘s position it ap-

pears to have strengthened it. The organization got a chance to influence an in-

ternational relief action, thereby gaining organizational space.  

As has been demonstrated in this chapter, Margit Levinson‘s strategy in the 

conflict that arose appears to have at first been one of cautious interference. 

Eventually she sided with Alva Myrdal, but was diplomatic in expressing her 

opinions on what position she considered the Swedish Red Cross to have in or-

ganizing Swedish international relief. This approach appears to have been advan-

tageous for Rädda Barnen. 

 The conflict over who was going to be in charge of Swedish international re-

lief appears to have been settled a couple of years after the armistice. The Swed-

ish Government´s interest in being in charge of Swedish international relief work 

faded, and dealing with such efforts was left to the Swedish European Relief. 

When the Swedish European Relief was established, Margit Levinson was ap-

pointed chairwoman of the association. This appears to have been an acknowl-

edgement of Rädda Barnen's more significant position among Swedish organiza-

tions. When the Swedish Government requested that the Swedish European Re-

lief participate in the UNAC campaign, Rädda Barnen had a lead position within 

the association. The terms of the agreement between the UN and the Swedish 

European Relief, regarding participation in the UNAC campaign came to be ad-

vantageous for Swedish organizations. The Swedish European Relief was in 

charge of most of the proceeds gathered under the UN flag. This money went to 

Swedish relief actions in Europe, and the financial influx no doubt helped to 

strengthen Swedish non-governmental organizations.  

As we have seen in this chapter struggle between organizations surfaced on 

the national arena, and by the time of the armistice and the forthcoming years, it 

was lifted to the international arena. In conducting the UNAC campaign for the 

benefit of UNICEF, the Swedish organizations managed to turn their participa-

tion into an advantageous situation for their own growth. Instead of strengthening 

UNICEF‘s position, Swedish organizations managed to secure and fortify their 

own positions on the international arena without having these decreed by UNI-

CEF. 

In the next chapter, we will take a closer look at the nature of the interactions 

with and reception of UNICEF in Sweden.  We will also see how the struggle 

over organizational space was played out on the international arena. 
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Chapter IV 

A new actor on the international arena for 

child relief - UNICEF 

Introduction 

In the previous chapters we have seen that struggles about becoming the major 

organiser for international relief-work arose within Sweden during the last part of 

WWII. The Swedish government‘s interest in redeeming its inactivity on the side 

of the allies created possibilities – a space to act within - for Rädda Barnen. As 

pointed out earlier, Rädda Barnen had by the time of the armistice gained a 

prominent position as relief organization for children within Sweden. This more 

significant position enabled the organization to participate in the international 

debates and in this chapter we will see how Rädda Barnen acted on the interna-

tional arena.  Struggles between different relief organizations that claimed au-

thority on being the major organiser of relief-work for children took place on the 

international arena and also actualised the role, but also what organisational out-

look should be applied. The newly created UNICEF had the legitimacy of the 

United Nations behind it and started to interact in areas of importance of Rädda 

Barnen and other national relief agencies.   

A couple of specific events that created debates, which contributed to shape 

the politics around relief-work for children will be analyzed in this chapter. The 

first occurrence that affected the international arena was the establishment of 

UNICEF in 1946. We will start out by examining how the establishment of this 
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organization was received by the Swedish Government, Rädda Barnen and to 

some extent by the Swedish Red Cross. We will also see how Rädda Barnen‘s 

international union, IUCW responded to the establishment of UNICEF.  

Another occurrence that also affected the international arena and appears to 

have taken the debates that surfaced there to its fore, was UN‘s decision to estab-

lish ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘. A similar day, the ‗World Children‘s Day‘ was 

already carried out by IUCW. 

The following questions will be focused on in this chapter. How did the inter-

actions with international relief-agents affect Rädda Barnen‘s advance? How did 

Rädda Barnen participate in the conflicts that arose on the international arena? 

What was the result of these debates and in what way did the outcome affect 

Rädda Barnen? 

A welcome collaboration or an unwanted associate? The reception of UNI-

CEF 

In 1946, the United States decided to withdraw its support for the activities UN-

RRA had undertaken during the war. UNRRA had previously supported all coun-

tries affected by the war, irrespective of politics. After the armistice, at the be-

ginning of the Cold War, the United States decided that it no longer wanted to 

support any non-Western countries. Protests against this decision were for-

warded, from especially Poland and Norway, stating that relief directed towards 

children should be exempted from this rule. During UNRRA's last session, it was 

decided that the organization's remaining funds should be used to support relief 

for children. As a result of that, a decision was made at the UN General Assem-

bly in December 1946 that an organization that directed relief to children should 

be established, and thus UNICEF was founded. It was argued within the Assem-

bly that children shall not be affected by world politics and that international co-

operation shall ensure their protection.
130

   

UNRRA‘s remaining funds were not enough to finance UNICEF‘s continued 

activities, and more funds had to be obtained. As pointed out earlier, UNICEF‘s 

policy was to ask for contributions and participation in its activities from differ-

ent countries‘ governments. We have already seen how the Swedish Government 

responded to the UN when the request for Sweden to participate in the UNAC 
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campaign was forwarded.  The Swedish Government handed over this request to 

be dealt with by the Swedish European Relief.  As we have also seen, participa-

tion in this campaign turned out to be financially beneficial for Swedish non-

governmental organizations. The UNAC campaign was launched by the UN to 

the benefit of UNICEF, but the organization did forward requests for financial 

contributions on its own, directly to the Swedish Government as well. One such 

instance has been accounted for earlier in the book; next another such occasion 

will be mentioned. The discussion surrounding this request started in January 

1948. 

UNICEF‟s quest for money in Sweden 

In January 1948, Maurice Pate, the executive director of UNICEF, made a sug-

gestion to the Swedish Foreign Office on an arrangement that could be beneficial 

to both the Swedish Government and the organization. In the correspondence, it 

is evident that hints had been given to UNICEF representatives that an under-

standing could be reached between the Swedish Government and the organiza-

tion. In the correspondence, it also becomes clear that the Swedish Government 

had been reluctant to make a financial contribution to UNICEF. 

Although as a result of your statement on December 2
nd

, it is realized that a 

direct contribution by your Government to the Fund at this time is not pos-

sible, I understand that conversations in Stockholm last summer during Mr. 

Winslow's visit, have indicated that an arrangement might be worked out 

whereby certain phases of Swedish European relief would be conducted 

within the framework of the ICEF. Would it be possible for instance for 

your Government's contribution for Swedish Relief for Europe to be paid 

to the ICEF, which in turn would transfer this contribution to those agen-

cies now operating under Swedish direction? These same agencies would 

continue their work, which would be integrated with ICEF operations 

without causing any diversion of funds from Swedish relief activities.
131
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As has been demonstrated here, the suggested arrangement was that parts of the 

activities the Swedish European Relief performed could be carried out under 

UNICEF flag. In the letter, Maurice Pate also inquired as to whether a financial 

contribution could be allocated to UNICEF, if it were forwarded to Swedish or-

ganizations and their activities. The advantage for the Swedish Government, if it 

accepted the arrangement suggested here, was that it would be seen to participate 

in an international relief action, even though the financial contribution would still 

benefit Swedish activities. However, there was a risk that it might not be com-

pletely apparent that the source of the contribution was the Swedish Government.  

As has been shown in previous chapters, the Swedish Government had been 

criticized for not participating in international relief actions and it is plausible 

that this was the reason why this suggestion was taken into consideration after 

all.   

The Swedish Foreign Office did not want to make a decision in the matter 

without discussing it with Swedish non-governmental organizations first, and it 

turned to the Swedish European Relief for advice. The Foreign Office also turned 

directly to Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross to obtain these organiza-

tions‘ opinions on the matter.
132

 As has been pointed out earlier, by this time 

Rädda Barnen‘s position within the field of relief work had become more signifi-

cant, and obtaining the organization‘s opinion on the matter was apparently im-

portant. Carl Jonsson, the chief accountant of the Swedish European Relief, ap-

pears to have responded on behalf of all the organizations.
133 

If the Swedish Government were to consider it suitable to allocate funds 

for humanitarian relief actions, we consider that the contribution should be 
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forwarded through the Swedish relief organizations and only via book-

keeping be a part of UNICEF.
134

 

As has been shown here, the Swedish European Relief agreed to the suggestion 

made by UNICEF.  In the association‘s reply, it is also stated that the Swedish 

European Relief had no particular need for a financial contribution at this time.
135

 

The Swedish European Relief was emphasizing its independence, but at the same 

time did not want to miss out on an opportunity to obtain a financial contribution. 

The association fortified its position but in this instance the Swedish European 

Relief evidently decided that it was most beneficial to co-operate with UNICEF 

and Swedish authorities. 

The negotiations in Paris –UNICEF‟s continued quest for money from 

Swedish authorities 

The proposal made by UNICEF created a possibility for the Swedish Govern-

ment to counteract international critique without taking any funds away from 

Swedish activities. However, making a decision in the matter appears to have 

been a lengthy process. Maurice Pate forwarded his inquiry in January 1948, and 

in December the same year the issue was still not settled. This becomes evident 

in a report produced after a two-day long meeting that took place in Paris, where 

representatives of the Swedish Foreign Office and UNICEF participated. The 

purpose of the meeting comes across as mainly have been to negotiate the Swed-

ish Government‘s participation in UNICEF‘s activities. Also this time, it be-

comes clear that it was important to obtain Swedish non-governmental organiza-

tions‘ opinions on the matter of how participation in international relief was to be 

carried out. For this reason, the Swedish envoy requested that Swedish non-

governmental organizations also participate in the meeting. Henrik Beer, Secre-

tary-General of the Swedish Red Cross, and Carl Jonsson, chief accountant and 
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member of the board of the Swedish European Relief, were representing Swedish 

non-governmental organizations at the meeting.
136 

While this meeting took place, the UN General Assembly was gathered and 

decisions affecting non-governmental organizations‘ position within the arena of 

international relief work were taken within the Assembly. In the report from the 

meeting between UNICEF, the Swedish Foreign Office and representatives of 

Swedish non-governmental organizations in Paris, it is evident that information 

about these decisions was forwarded to the participants during the course of the 

meeting.
137

 Before looking at what consequences these decisions had for non-

governmental organizations and how they were received, we will return to the 

issue of UNICEF‘s quest to obtain a financial contribution from the Swedish 

Government.  

In the report from the Paris meeting, it is clear that Swedish authorities had 

previously responded positively to having a Swedish representative on the board 

of UNICEF. At the same time the Swedish Foreign Office had emphasized that 

no financial contributions could be given to the organization. UNICEF was not 

content with this and once again forwarded its request for a financial contribution 

from the Swedish Government. An important argument that UNICEF forwarded 

to obtain funds was that Sweden was the only country represented on the execu-

tive board of UNICEF that not had contributed to the organization's activities. 

When the United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund, UNI-

CEF, was founded, Sweden was requested to have a representative on the 

organization's executive committee. In connection with the positive re-

sponse to this request, Swedish Foreign Office representatives emphasized, 

after seeking the advice of Swedish relief organizations, that extensive re-

lief work from Sweden was being conducted in Europe and that, for the 

moment, no financial contributions to UNICEF from Sweden were possi-

ble. Despite the fact that UNICEF has accepted this condition, several re-

quests have been forwarded from UNICEF to obtain contributions from the 

                                                 

 
136

 Swedish National Archives Rädda Barnen, E: 1, Brev till Konungen och Departementen, 2. Brevväx-

ling med Utrikesdepartementet 1948-1949.  Rapport rörande förhandlingar i Paris den 3 och 4 december 

1948 med representanter för UNICEF och Kgl. Utrikesdepartementet.  7.6. 1948 
137

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen E: 1, Brev till Konungen och Departementen, 2. Brevväx-

ling med Utrikesdepartementet 1948-1949.  Rapport rörande förhandlingar i Paris den 3 och 4 december 

1948 med representanter för UNICEF och Kgl. Utrikesdepartementet.  7.6. 1948 



85 

 

 

Swedish Government, the argument being that Sweden is the only country 

on the organization's executive committee that has not participated.
138

  

Sweden had a representative on the board, which meant that it was possible to 

influence UNICEF‘s work, but as pointed out, evidently no financial contribution 

had been allocated to the organization at this time. 

As we can see, also in this case the Swedish Government had consulted Swed-

ish non-governmental organizations, but these advised against making a contri-

bution to UNICEF. Swedish organizations were once again safeguarding their 

positions and did not want these jeopardized by UNICEF. Even if a financial 

contribution was forwarded to Swedish organizations, their positions as interna-

tional relief organizations could be threatened. UNICEF imposed on an arena in 

which the organizations were already active. 

    However, UNICEF repeated the suggestion made earlier that year that 

money could be allocated to the organization but forwarded to Swedish organiza-

tions. A lot was at stake for UNICEF, and this was undoubtedly why it suggested 

a contribution ―on paper‖. As demonstrated, it would have otherwise been im-

possible to obtain a contribution from the Swedish Government. The reason 

UNICEF was eager to obtain a donation, despite disadvantageous terms, was that 

the US Government had promised to match the money that UNICEF obtained 

from different countries‘ governments. Every 28 cents UNICEF gathered would 

be matched with another 72 cents.
139

 For this reason it was not, in this instance, 

important for UNICEF to be able to keep a potential contribution from the Swed-

ish Government. As long as it looked as if the contribution had been allocated 

directly to UNICEF from the Swedish Government, the organization could ob-

tain a much larger contribution from the US Government. Thus, the organization 
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had a great deal to gain by reaching such an agreement with the Swedish Gov-

ernment.  

In this instance, collaborating with UNICEF had no particular advantages for 

Swedish organizations, and their reluctance in this matter is also highlighted in 

the report from this meeting. Even if it was considered important to have Swed-

ish non-governmental organizations present and to obtain their opinions during 

the meeting, the advantages of agreeing with UNICEF‘s proposal appear to have 

been too great for the Government not to accept. Two important reasons for 

complying with UNICEF‘s request were forwarded during the meeting. 

During a conversation with the Swedish U.N. representative on the 3
rd

 of 

December, it was made clear that Swedish relief organizations only had a 

secondary interest in the suggested co-operation. This was because the on-

going relief work in Germany feeding 100,000 children already had started 

and was going to continue for the stipulated time, without interference 

from UNICEF. The general Swedish opinion is, however, that an arrange-

ment, in which the Swedish Government is seen to actively participate, 

also within the international arena of relief work, is interesting. It is also 

considered impossible to refuse participation in an action through which 

relief work for children in general will obtain a substantial contribution in 

dollars.
140

 

As we can see in this statement, it was considered important for the Swedish 

Government to be seen to participate in an international relief action. Saying 

―no‖ to participation in an effort that concerned children could mean negative 

attention, and Sweden had already received critique for its negative attitude to-

wards contributions to international aid. This was also emphasized by one of the 
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Swedish Foreign Office representatives, who argued that an agreement with 

UNICEF ought to be concluded for this reason. 

The Foreign Office's representative pointed out that from his standpoint it 

was desirable that an agreement be made, since an unfair, but still unpleas-

ant critique had been directed towards Sweden's attitude regarding the con-

tributions.
141

  

The main reason for agreeing to contribute to UNICEF after all was evidently to 

counteract possible criticism of Sweden. There were some advantages for Swed-

ish organizations, as in the UNAC campaign, Swedish organizations were in re-

ality to be in charge of any funds donated to UNICEF. 

The terms that had to be fulfilled were in accordance with those Maurice Pate 

had suggested in January 1948.  If a donation were to be made to UNICEF, it 

would be directed to on-going Swedish activities in Germany, where Swedish 

staff would be in charge of the relief work being carried out. The executive board 

of UNICEF agreed to the terms. An amount of 326,000 Swedish crowns was 

transferred to UNICEF, but these funds were allocated to relief actions carried 

out by Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross in Germany.
142

 Swedish money 

went to Swedish relief actions, carried out by Swedish organizations and run by 

Swedish staff. 

 As has also been demonstrated, Swedish organizations were reluctant about 

UNICEF, but in this case they appear to have had no choice but to accept the ar-

rangement. At the end of the two-day-long meeting in Paris, the Swedish non-

governmental organizations clearly came to terms with the conditions of the sug-

gestion and agreed that the proposition from UNICEF should be treated posi-

tively.
143

 Also in this case, Swedish non-governmental organizations appear to 

have considered co-operation the most beneficial strategy. 
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Because UNICEF would be seen to be at the forefront of the relief work being 

carried out, Swedish organizations‘ positions on the international arena would 

run the risk of being weakened. On the other hand, by agreeing to these arrange-

ments, Swedish organizations would gain a financial contribution from the 

Swedish Government. 

 The head of UNICEF's European office, Mr Davidson, more or less agreed to 

all demands the Swedes put forward, apart from the fact that he wanted relief ac-

tions in Germany to be under UNICEF's general supervision. This was accepted 

by the Swedish organizations, as long as UNICEF did not interfere in the activi-

ties being carried out.
144

 The Swedish organizations worried that the relief work 

underway in Berlin might be jeopardized if UNICEF intervened. They felt that 

the situation in Germany was particularly sensitive.
145

 

As has been demonstrated, it comes across as a struggle for power took place. 

The Swedish Government was hesitant about the arrangement UNICEF sug-

gested, and the Swedish non-governmental organizations were reluctant. UNI-

CEF still managed to put this suggestion through, by pointing out that the Swed-

ish Government had not contributed enough to international relief. This was 

clearly a sensitive matter for the Swedish Government. Even though it was im-

portant to obtain Swedish non-governmental organizations‘ opinions, UNICEF‘s 

arguments for the co-operation of Swedish authorities was evidently overwhelm-

ing. If the Swedish Government had refused, it might have shed a negative light 

over Sweden once again, and this had to be avoided. 

An agreement was finally reached, but even so, it took more than a year before 

the collaboration was realized. In March 1950, UNICEF issued a press release 

stating that the organization had decided to increase its contributions to German 

youth. It was also stated that the source of that contribution was the Swedish 

Government. 

Aided by a contribution from the Government of Sweden, the United Na-

tions International Children's Emergency Fund announced plans today for 
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giving increased help to German youth who have returned home as refu-

gees since the war.
146

 

In the press release, it was also emphasized that a close working relationship ex-

isted between UNICEF and Swedish relief organizations.  

A close working relationship also exists between the Fund and various 

Swedish relief agencies. The Swedish Red Cross, for example, is partici-

pating in the UNICEF-supported BCG anti-tuberculosis campaign in sev-

enteen countries.
147

 

As we can see, UNICEF emphasized in the press release that a financial contri-

bution had been made by the Swedish Government. And as we have seen earlier, 

this was important, because it was going to generate more financial contributions 

for UNICEF. In the statement to the press, UNICEF also mentioned its close 

working relationship with Swedish non-governmental organizations.  However, 

as has been demonstrated, reaching an agreement with Swedish authorities and 

non-governmental organizations had been a long, drawn-out process and, evi-

dently, a difficult goal to achieve. By the end of the meeting in Paris in 1948, 

Swedish non-governmental organizations‘ reluctance about UNICEF had also 

increased, as we will see next. 

Recall that information about decisions taken within the UN General Assem-

bly was provided to the participants at the Paris meeting. A few of these deci-

sions appear to have posed a threat to Swedish non-governmental organizations. 

One suggestion that created strong reactions from Swedish organizations was 

made by the American representatives in the UN General Assembly. The sugges-

tion made was that all money gathered under the UN flag should go to UN or-

ganizations. The Norwegian and Swedish representatives at the Assembly had 
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protested against this decision, as they felt this needed to be adapted to the cir-

cumstances in each country.
148

  

The question of a renewed world-wide collection for children, a continua-

tion of the UNAC campaign carried out in Sweden during the spring of 

1948, during the representatives‘ visit, was subject to discussion during the 

UN Assembly's Standing Committee for social questions. Hereby it was 

decided, which will undoubtedly cause astonishment from many sides that 

the work with UNAC will continue. Based on a suggestion from the 

American representatives, it was decided that all money gathered under 

UN aegis must be accrued a UN organization. A Norwegian reservation 

against this, seconded by Sweden, was announced. Disposal of the funds 

was considered to be best outlined in accordance with the special condi-

tions in each country.
149

  

This decision was a setback for Swedish non-governmental organizations. It was 

no longer possible to use the name of the UN to gather funds for their own activi-

ties. Their positions on the international arena were without doubt weakened by 

the loss of this source of income.     

This was not the only setback for non-governmental organizations. It was also 

decided within the UN General Assembly that it was unnecessary to have one 

organization that made the appeal for funds, UNAC, and one that was responsi-

ble for the planning and distribution, UNICEF. The UN General Assembly de-

cided that UNICEF was to be in charge of the worldwide appeal for children 

from that point onwards, on its own, and that the UNAC committee was to be 

dissolved.
150

 UNICEF's position and power had now increased, and the organiza-
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tion became a challenger to other organizations active on the international arena 

of relief work for children. 

 However, the decision that UN money should go to UN organizations was not 

only advantageous for UNICEF.  At the end of the two-day-long meeting in 

Paris, representatives of the Swedish relief organizations informed the UNICEF 

representatives that the new conditions made participation in the organization‘s 

appeals complicated. 

From the viewpoint of Swedish relief organizations, continued participa-

tion in the UN appeal, especially considering the American condition, has 

become a highly complicated issue, and this has also been related to the 

UNICEF representatives.
151

 

The funds Swedish organizations had obtained from the UNAC campaign had 

unquestionably helped to expand their international activities under their auspices 

and had contributed to strengthening their positions. These positions were now 

being challenged by UNICEF and this was undoubtedly the reason why they no 

longer wished to participate in the work or appeals being carried out by the or-

ganization. 

As has been demonstrated, the Swedish Government was ambivalent towards 

UNICEF, and this became evident again in 1950, when another request for a fi-

nancial contribution was forwarded to the Swedish Foreign Office from the or-

ganization. This request was rejected. The Swedish Foreign Office expressed its 

regrets, but the Swedish Government had exhausted its funds. Swedish private 

organizations were already giving aid to needy children. Because of this, the 

Swedish Government issued a statement saying that the prospects of UNICEF 

receiving any further funds from Sweden were non-existent. The Swedish Gov-

ernment also expected demands to be made for relief and rehabilitation pro-

grammes in Korea. This was another reason why it could not contribute to UNI-

CEF.
152

 This time, the Government was adamant in its reply to the organization. 
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As far as financial contributions were concerned, there was nothing more to be 

expected from the Swedish Government.  

Yet it was not only Swedish organizations and the Swedish Government that 

voiced concerns about UNICEF‘s entrance onto the arena of international relief 

work for children. Rädda Barnen‘s international union, IUCW, had begun to ex-

press its worries about UNICEF, and next we will take a look at how this asso-

ciation responded to UNICEF‘s establishment. 

IUCW‟s response to UNICEF 

As stated earlier, UNICEF mainly sought voluntary contributions from different 

countries‘ governments. However, the organization also eventually started its di-

rect appeals to the general public. This caused concern within Rädda Barnen's 

international union, IUCW, because UNICEF then appealed for funds from the 

same sources Rädda Barnen usually approached.  Wishes had been expressed by 

IUCW and directed to UNICEF that the organization should refrain from making 

appeals to the public. UNICEF appears to have taken no notice of this request, 

and it too began appealing to the general public for funds.  This changed policy 

was brought up for discussion within the board of IUCW. In a commentary at-

tached to an IUCW newsletter, it is evident that this decision by UNICEF was 

the cause of concern within IUCW.  In the commentary, it is also clear that 

IUCW found it necessary to keep a close watch on the activities of UNICEF 

from that point onwards.   

You will note from the Newsletter that UNICEF has decided to launch a 

fund-raising campaign in various countries on 24 October, United Nations 

Day. This decision is in contradiction to the wish expressed at the London 

General Council urging that UNICEF refrain from making appeals to the 

general public. This shows how important it is to follow up our discussions 

with UNICEF along new lines and with renewed vigour. Since the UNI-

CEF decision is a "fait accompli", we must try to make the best of it, and 

we intend to send member organizations a note requesting that they pay 
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close attention to the organization of this campaign in their countries and 

see whether they cannot secure a portion of the funds raised.
153 

As demonstrated here, by the spring of 1951, it was not only Swedish organiza-

tions that were beginning to perceive UNICEF as a competitor. Rädda Barnen‘s 

international union also started to view the organization as a contender within the 

field of international relief work for children. Another event that further in-

creased the perception of UNICEF as a challenger was the UN decision to extend 

the organization‘s existence.
154

 This decision, together with the fact that UNICEF 

started to appeal to the general public for funds, created strong reactions from 

both Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross. 

The reception of UNICEF in Sweden 

In June 1951, yet another request was forwarded to the Swedish Foreign Office 

from UNICEF, requesting that Sweden participate in another worldwide appeal 

for children. This campaign was to be launched in connection with the celebra-

tion of United Nations Day, and the proceeds were to benefit UNICEF.
155

 In the 

letter in which this request was made, it is stated that this was in accordance with 

wishes put forward by non-governmental organizations in many countries. Or-

ganizations as well as many individuals from different countries wanted to sup-

port the maintenance of the UN‘s goals.  

In taking this decision, the Board considered that in addition to advancing 

the cause of assistance to needy children everywhere, such collections 

would serve to meet the desire expressed by non-governmental groups and 

individuals in many countries for opportunities to participate actively and 

practically in furtherance of United Nations aims. The United Nations De-
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partment of Public Information supported the proposal and is preparing to 

extend every possible co operations.
156

 

However, in the Foreign Office‘s reply to UNICEF it becomes evident that this 

was not the case with Swedish non-governmental organizations. The Foreign Of-

fice had again consulted Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross to obtain 

their opinions on whether to get involved in this campaign or not. Both organiza-

tions advised against Swedish participation in the appeal. The two organizations 

argued that the possibilities of raising funds for such an appeal were impossible 

at the time. For a number of years, repeated appeals for the benefit of foreign 

countries had taken place, and for this reason the organizations claimed that it 

was going to be impossible to raise money for such a cause again.
157

 By this 

time, 1951, extensive relief work had been carried out in Europe and this was no 

doubt an important reason for Swedish organizations‘ unwillingness to partici-

pate. In Rädda Barnen‘s response to the Foreign office in the matter, it is evident 

that there was more to it than that. 

As has been demonstrated earlier, UNICEF had apparently ignored the re-

quest, which had been forwarded by IUCW, to not appeal to the general public 

for funds.  In Margit Levinson‘s letter to the Swedish Foreign Office, where she 

gives her opinion on whether Sweden should comply with UNICEF‘s request, 

she shows clear annoyance over UNICEF‘s changed policy in this matter. She 

stresses that, during IUCW's general council meeting, a request had been put 

forward that UNICEF should refrain from seeking contributions from the general 

public. According to Margit Levinson, it was also emphasized during the meet-

ing that IUCW considered that UNICEF had a "governmental character". For this 

reason, the organization should only seek contributions from UN member gov-

ernments. Margit Levinson also pointed out that a UNICEF representative had 

been present during the meeting, but obviously took no notice of the union‘s re-
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quest.
158

 Another reason for Rädda Barnen to not participate in the appeal was 

that the organization already carried out a considerable amount of relief work in 

Germany and Sweden. Margit Levinson pointed out that at this time Rädda Bar-

nen was prioritizing its work on emergency measures for children in the event of 

war in Sweden.
159

 

   The way UNICEF conducted its entrance onto the field of relief work for 

children had clearly created a great deal of frustration within Rädda Barnen. 

Rädda Barnen, in this instance, was evidently not interested in co-operation with 

UNICEF.  As we can also see, Margit Levinson pointed out that, at this time, the 

organization was prioritizing work for children in Sweden.  

The Secretary General of the Swedish Red Cross, Henrik Beer, answered 

along the same lines as Margit Levinson. He also emphasized that Swedish inter-

national relief work had been going on long before the establishment of UN-

ICEF, seemingly implying that they were more experienced in this field. Accord-

ing to Henrik Beer, no organization at the time could mobilize all relief organiza-

tions in Sweden to participate in the appeal UNICEF had requested. He also 

pointed out that if Swedish organizations participated in this appeal, their own 

financial situation would become difficult and their own relief work could be 

jeopardized. Henrik Beer pointed out as well that aid to children was no longer a 

top priority for Swedish relief organizations. The reason for this was that child-

ren's situation had improved considerably. Priority was now being given to edu-

cation of refugee youth. Henrik Beer argued that, for this reason, it was debatable 

whether contributions to UNICEF were a suitable action for an expanded Swe-

dish relief effort.
160

 

As has been demonstrated here, Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross 

were reluctant about UNICEF. It appears as if this organization was considered 

to be an inexperienced newcomer in the field of relief work. UNICEF had also 

not been willing to comply with any wishes from non-governmental organiza-

tions concerning how these organizations measured that the arena of relief work 

for children should be demarcated.  Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross 

perceived UNICEF as a competitor in the field of relief work for children. How-
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ever, Rädda Barnen would come to change its attitude towards UNICEF, at least 

temporarily.  

The establishment of UNICEF in Sweden – a turning point or a source of 

new conflicts? 

As has been shown in the previous section, Margit Levinson made very clear 

statements on behalf of Rädda Barnen, indicating that the organization was not 

willing to support any of UNICEF‘s activities. However, the year after, in 1952, 

Margit Levinson changed her mind about UNICEF. This becomes evident in the 

correspondence between Maurice Pate and Birger Ekberg, chairman of the Swed-

ish Committee for International Relief. In this correspondence, Maurice Pate 

speaks of Margit Levinson as someone "who has always been a great friend of 

the fund".
161

 From having been one of UNICEF‘s leading opponents, she was 

now one of the organization‘s supporters. 

 The prelude to this changed attitude towards UNICEF was that during a visit 

to Sweden made by one of the heads of the European section of UNICEF, the es-

tablishment of a UNICEF committee in Sweden had been discussed. A sugges-

tion was made that the Swedish Committee for International Relief should form a 

national UNICEF committee in Sweden. During this meeting, it was also sug-

gested that Rädda Barnen should act as the Swedish UNICEF committee's execu-

tive body. UNICEF's European representative approached Margit Levinson to 

find out whether she supported this suggestion. If so, he wanted her to communi-

cate the proposition to the Swedish Government.
162

 If this proposition were ac-

cepted, Rädda Barnen would not only be able to influence UNICEF in Sweden, 

but the organization would also be in charge of the committee. 

UNICEF appears to have discovered that, in Sweden, contacts with the Swed-

ish Government in questions of relief were best made via Swedish relief organi-

zations. As demonstrated, Margit Levinson agreed to act as a mediator with the 

Swedish Government, and she also decided that Rädda Barnen should take on the 

task of setting up a UNICEF committee in Sweden.
163

 By gaining Margit Levin-

son‘s support, UNICEF finally managed to establish itself in Sweden. Even if the 

                                                 

 
161

 Swedish National Archives, Utrikesdepartementet 1920 års dossiersystem HP60E volym 2038, Letter 

from Maurice Pate to Birger Ekeberg. April 11, 1952. 
162

 Swedish National Archives, Utrikesdepartementet 1920 års dossiersystem HP60E volym 2038, Letter 

from E.W. Meyer External Relations Division to Mrs Levinson. 5th of March 1952 
163

 Ibidem 



97 

 

 

committee was to be under Rädda Barnen‘s patronage, this still meant advance-

ment for UNICEF, considering the resistance that had existed towards the or-

ganization. 

The suggestion that a UNICEF committee was to be established under the pa-

tronage of Rädda Barnen was provocative for the Swedish Red Cross, which was 

completely excluded in this proposal. In a correspondence between Henrik Beer, 

Secretary General of the Swedish Red Cross, and the head of the political de-

partment at the Swedish Foreign Office, Claes Carbonnier, Henrik Beer empha-

sized that he did not want to see the establishment of a UNICEF committee. The 

Swedish Committee for International Relief still existed, and this had to be taken 

into consideration before new arrangements were made. He also emphasized that 

the combination of the Swedish Committee for International Relief and Rädda 

Barnen was not a particularly successful one. 

I hereby wish to report , that I - with the clear purpose of avoiding such a 

committee, at least before it has been  thoroughly discussed at home - noti-

fied Meier that the Ekeberg committee still exists, and this must be taken 

into consideration before seeking new avenues. 

The suggested combination of the Swedish Committee for International 

Relief and Rädda Barnen also does not seem to me, at first sight neither 

objectively nor formally, to be very successful. I would be grateful to be 

informed as to when and whether this has been discussed in the depart-

ment
164 

As has been shown here, the harmonization that had been reached between 

Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross had been disturbed. The issue of es-

tablishment of a UNICEF committee in Sweden disillusioned the relationship, 

and the Swedish Red Cross turned to the Swedish Foreign Office for support. 

                                                 

 
164

 Swedish National Archives, Utrikesdepartementet 1920 års dossiersystem HP60E volym 2038, Letter 

from Henrik Beer, the Swedish Red Cross, to Byråchef Claes Carbonnier, Kungl. Utrikes Departementet. 

Stockholm 14 mars 1952. "Jag vill med anledning härav meddela, att jag - med det bestämda syftet att 

slippa från en sådan nationalkommitté, i varje fall innan saken grundligt diskuterats här hemma - omtala-

de för Meier att Ekebergskommittén fortfarande existerar, och att hänsyn härtill måste tas innan man ger 

sig ut på nya vägar. Den förslagna kombinationen mellan SIH och Rädda Barnen förefaller mig vid första 

anblicken varken sakligt eller formellt vara särskilt lyckad. Jag vore tacksam att få höra när och om saken 

har varit uppe till diskussion i departementet." 



98 

 

 

However, Maurice Pate, the executive director of UNICEF, pushed the matter 

forward and he also turned to the Swedish Foreign Office. He pointed out that, 

among the 57 countries that had supported UNICEF, the Scandinavian countries 

were the weakest link in the "chain of support". The Nordic countries had gener-

ously supported a tuberculosis campaign immediately after the war, but since 

then the only contribution that had been made from Sweden to UNICEF was to-

wards the project in Germany.
165

 He also emphasized that he had gained the sup-

port of Rädda Barnen. The relationship with Rädda Barnen was, as we have seen 

earlier, portrayed as though it was and had been without friction, and Margit Lev-

inson was described as always having been one of UNICEF‘s supporters.  

As Mrs. Levinson who has always been a great friend of the Fund, has in-

formed us that Rädda Barnen would be willing to act as an executive organ 

of such a National Committee I am keeping her informed by sending her 

copies of all the material attached to this letter too as of this letter itself.
166

 

As before, where UNICEF was concerned, it was complicated for the Swedish 

Government to make a decision in the matter. The issue of establishing a UNI-

CEF committee in Sweden also became a lengthy process. It took two years be-

fore this was finally realized, but in 1954, the Swedish Foreign office gave 

Rädda Barnen the task of carrying out the establishment of this committee. A 

UNICEF committee was then established under the organization‘s patronage. 

Referring to the Foreign Office's official letter of the 10
th

 of June 1954, the 

board of Rädda Barnen has the pleasure to report that its chairman, execut-

ing the assignment given by the Foreign Office, invited a group of experts 

to a meeting at the organization‘s premises on the 6
th

 of August 1954. At 

this meeting it was decided that a Swedish UNICEF committee was to be 

established.
167
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Eight years after UNICEF was founded, a committee was established in Sweden. 

As we have seen, this had created a power struggle within Sweden in which 

Rädda Barnen comes across as the winning party. Establishment of the UNICEF 

committee under Rädda Barnen‘s patronage created another opportunity for the 

organization to enhance its position. A large proportion of the members of the 

board of the UNICEF committee was active, or had been active, within Rädda 

Barnen. For instance, chairmanship of the UNICEF committee was upheld by the 

first vice-chairman of Rädda Barnen, Nils Thedin. Other members were Dr. Tor-

sten Arnéus, who also had a seat on the board of Rädda Barnen, and Department 

Inspector Agda Rössel,
168

 previously active within Rädda Barnen. Another mem-

ber of the board was Henrik Beer, Secretary General of the Swedish Red Cross, 

and members of the board of the Swedish Home Office, the Foreign Office and 

Swedish Board of Health were also represented.
169

 By this time, the Swedish Red 

Cross had apparently agreed to the establishment of a UNICEF committee, but 

Rädda Barnen was clearly in charge.  

As has been shown in this part, UNICEF‘s position within the field of relief 

work for children became increasingly significant. The organization was made 

permanent, and it came to be in charge of the UNAC campaign. UNICEF had 

gained an important position on the international arena and despite the initial re-

sistance from Swedish non-governmental organizations, UNICEF eventually 

managed to establish itself within Sweden 

However, the relationship between UNICEF and Rädda Barnen that had been 

established owing to the arrangements surrounding the Swedish UNICEF com-

mittee, where Rädda Barnen had an important position, was going to be jeopard-

ized again. In 1954, the same year the UNICEF committee was established in 

Sweden, another challenge from UNICEF surfaced on the international arena. 

This event appears to have disrupted the good relations that had been achieved 
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between UNICEF and Rädda Barnen. It also increased the strenuous relationship 

between UNICEF and Rädda Barnen‘s international union, IUCW. 

A World Children's Day or a Universal Children's Day? 

The event that stirred up debates on the international arena was UN‘s decision to 

establish a Universal Children‘s Day in 1954.
170

 A similar day, the World‘s Chil-

dren‘s Day, had already been carried out by IUCW. In Rädda Barnen‘s documen-

tation of the events surrounding the UN decision to establish a similar day for 

children, it is evident that this turned into a power struggle on the international 

arena. The participants in this struggle were the UN, UNICEF, IUCW, but also 

Rädda Barnen. In this part we will see how this struggle was portrayed by Rädda 

Barnen, but before analysing the struggles that arose between these actors, we 

will look at how ‗World Children‘s Day‘, carried out by IUCW, was established 

and celebrated. 

In 1952, IUCW decided to establish ‘World Children's Day‘. Celebrations of 

the day took place on the first Monday of October every year, starting in October 

1953. Each year, one paragraph from the Declaration of the Rights of the Child 

was highlighted. Execution of the day seems to have been successful.
171

 Maurice 

Pate, UNICEF's executive director, had spontaneously participated in interna-

tional broadcasts, supporting ‘World Children‘s Day‘. The second year in which 

‘World Children‘s Day‘ was to be carried out, great efforts were made to create 

publicity around the event. Countess Mountbatten, President of Honour of Rädda 

Barnen‘ s international union, held a speech in a broadcast, and the internation-

ally renowned singer Josephine Baker recorded a song in English, Spanish and 

French in support of the day.
172

 This year, 1955, there was a particular reason for 

trying to direct as much attention to ‘World Children‘s Day‘ as possible. The rea-

son for this was that, in December 1954, a proposal had been made within the 

UN General Assembly that a ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘ was to be established as 

an expansion of UNICEF's activities.
173

 The UN was planning to establish a day 
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for children similar to the one that already existed and that had been carried out 

by IUCW. By gaining as much attention as possible for ‘World Children‘s Day‘, 

IUCW hoped to send a clear signal to the UN about the organization‘s signifi-

cance within the field of relief work for children on the international arena. In a 

correspondence from the Secretary General of IUCW, Georges Thelin, to Margit 

Levinson, it is evident that the organization wanted to have its status as an inter-

national relief organization for children acknowledged by the UN. He hoped that 

the attention given to the celebration of ‗World‘s Children‘s Day ‗would cause 

the UN to ―formally consult‖ IUCW in questions concerning child relief.
174

   

As has been demonstrated earlier, concerns about UNICEF‘s entrance onto the 

field of international relief work for children had been expressed within IUCW.  

The reason then was that UNICEF had begun appealing for funds from sources 

also used by the association. As we can see here, IUCW‘s position within this 

field became increasingly challenged. It appears as if the UN wanted to see 

UNICEF as the dominating international relief organization for children. How-

ever, IUCW and Rädda Barnen were not willing to give up this position to UNI-

CEF, and next we will see how a series of attempts were made to try to maintain 

these positions. We will start out by looking at how attempts to stop the estab-

lishment of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘ were carried out.     

IUCW‟s and Rädda Barnen‟s attempt to stop ‟Universal Children‟s Day‟ 

Within the UN, non-governmental organizations were not heard, and thus it was 

not possible for IUCW to forward its opinions or have any influence on the UN‘s 

decision to establish a ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘.
175

 However, UNICEF com-

mittees were heard, and this made it possible for Rädda Barnen to express its 

opinions on the issue. Rädda Barnen took this opportunity to try to influence the 

outcome of the discussions taking place within the UN regarding this matter. 

Agda Rössel, previously in charge of Rädda Barnen's international activities and 

a member of the board of the Swedish UNICEF committee, made statements on 

the issue within the UN. In November 1954, at the UN's Third Committee where 
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the proposition of establishing a ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘ was discussed, Agda 

Rössel tried to prevent this from being realized. In her speech, she began by em-

phasizing how good the relationships between Rädda Barnen and international 

organizations such as UNRRA and the International Refugee Organization, IRO, 

had been. Agda Rössel also emphasized that a "fruitful‖ co-operation had existed 

between Rädda Barnen and UNICEF. 

We co-operated, naturally, with the UNRRA and the IRO and with other 

intergovernmental agencies. When UNICEF was set up in 1948 a most 

fruitful co-operation with this organization was initiated, which has con-

tinued since then.
176

 

In her speech, Agda Rössel also emphasized the excellent work that had been 

performed by IUCW and Rädda Barnen. Agda Rössel highlighted that she her-

self, in co-operation with the president of Rädda Barnen, had been working on 

the broadcasting programme for ‘World's Children's Day‘. According to her 

‘World‘s Children‘s Day‘ had been celebrated for two consecutive years, in as-

sociation with UNICEF.
177

   

As shown here, Agda Rössel portrayed the relationships with UN organiza-

tions as though they had been without friction. If IUCW and Rädda Barnen were 

to have any influence in outlining UNICEF‘s activities, including the establish-

ment of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘, it was undoubtedly important that she man-

aged to convince UN decision-makers that co-operation  between UN organiza-

tions, IUCW and Rädda Barnen had previously worked flawlessly.  

As we have seen earlier, Maurice Pate had spontaneously supported ‘World‘s 

Children‘s Day‘, and according to Agda Rössel, UNICEF was positive to the 

idea of continuing to support the day for children previously established by 

IUCW.
178

 It was of course possible for Agda Rössel to make this statement on 

behalf of the Swedish UNICEF committee. However, this does not appear to 

have been the general opinion within UNICEF. No objections from UNICEF or 
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its executive director, Maurice Pate, were put forward regarding the UN sugges-

tion to establish a similar day. Agda Rössel was apparently convinced that 

‘World Children‘s Day‘ had the support of UNICEF, and because of this, she 

could see no reason why another, similar day should be established. 

It would, in my opinion, be rather objectionable if we were to create an-

other World Children's Day in competition with the already existing day, 

which was initiated by the International Union for Child Welfare and 

which has the support of UNICEF.
179

 

Agda Rössel was clearly struggling to maintain both Rädda Barnen‘s and 

IUCW‘s positions as prominent relief organizations for children. Her statements 

within the UN appear to have been made in the faith that she had UNICEF‘s 

backing in not supporting the establishment of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘.  

IUCW also made an attempt to stop the UN from establishing ‘Universal 

Children‘s Day‘. A month after the meeting at the UN‘s Third Committee, where 

Agda Rössel expressed her opinions on the suggestion of establishing a ‘Univer-

sal Children‘s Day‘, the UN General Assembly gathered.  IUCW sent a represen-

tative to the Assembly with instructions to try to stop ‘Universal Children‘s 

Day‘. However, as mentioned earlier, non-governmental organizations were not 

heard within the Assembly, which made this an impossible task. The attempt was 

made in vain, and it was decided that a ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘ would be es-

tablished.
180

 The UN took no notice of the non-governmental organizations‘ pro-

tests, and this undoubtedly weakened IUCW‘s position.  

 Even if a decision was made that ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘ was to be estab-

lished, there appears to have been some hope within IUCW that the UN plan 

would not be realized. Towards the end of 1956, the problem was discussed 

within the board of IUCW, which was apparently still trying to prevent the UN 

from realizing the plan. In a correspondence between the board members of 

IUCW, it becomes evident that this issue had created unease within the associa-

tion. 
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I think our first step towards a better relationship between UNICEF and the 

United Nations generally is to raise the quality of respect of the Interna-

tional Union. The arbitrary and seemingly unfair manner in which the 

United Nations tried to replace World Children's Day, together with UNI-

CEF's increasing attempts to attain private support in competition with 

voluntary agencies, can constitute the seeds of a very serious opposition to 

the United Nations and UNICEF if the issue is stirred up. I have the feeling 

that the latter issue especially must be met sometime in the not too far dis-

tant future.
181

 

The President of IUCW suggested a solution to the problem. He wanted the asso-

ciation to invite UNICEF to join ‘World Children‘s Day‘, which was organized 

by IUCW. He argued that this could be a solution, but at the same time he was 

doubtful that this would come about. It was not likely that IUCW would be given 

any official acknowledgement from UNICEF. The members of the executive 

board of IUCW were in agreement that UNICEF's ‗Universal Children's Day‘ 

posed a threat to the organization. However, the President and a majority of the 

board members did state that the question would resolve itself in time. The rea-

son for this was that they were confident that IUCW would eventually take the 

lead in questions concerning children‘s welfare.  

Mr. Pat would like to do something about this but I am afraid that this 

Board feels differently. As the Union gains strength and becomes increas-

ingly active I think that such problems as this will take care of themselves 

by virtue of the leadership, which the Union will assume in this and other 

matters.
182

 

IUCW was clearly negatively affected by the UN decision to enforce the plan to 

establish a day for children similar to its own. In doing this, UNICEF had gained 

and important position on the international arena within the field of relief work 

for children – a position that previously appears to have been dominated by 

IUCW.  
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‗Institutionalized cosmopolitanism‘ had been reached prior to the conflicts sur-

rounding the establishment of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘; a worldwide consen-

sus that children needed to be protected had been established. As we have seen, 

this worldwide agreement created conflicts about who was to be the authority on 

the issue of protecting children. UNICEF, with the backing of the UN, managed 

to obtain this position on the international level in this instance. As demonstrated, 

this position was not reached through negotiations, but by force. 

Rädda Barnen and IUCW had lost this struggle, but this did not mean that they 

stopped making efforts to maintain their positions within this field. Attempts to 

prevent the establishment of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘ had failed, but the idea 

of organizing such day had its origins in the work of IUCW, and for this the as-

sociation wanted to be given credit. 

Credit where credit is due? 

The issue of whether or not credit should be given to IUCW for coming up with 

the idea of a worldwide day for children became a topic of discussion during the 

same session in which the UN General Assembly decided to establish ―Universal 

Children‘s Day‖. Some of the Nordic countries appear to have taken a particular 

interest in this matter. This question was apparently difficult to agree on and ap-

pears to have divided the participants within the UN Assembly. Some of the rep-

resentatives of different countries considered it fair to acknowledge this, but oth-

ers argued that this would be impossible. If IUCW were given credit for initiating 

‘Universal Children‘s Day‘, then all non-governmental organizations that carried 

out relief work for children ought to be given recognition. The UN representa-

tives for Sweden, Denmark and Norway disagreed and forwarded a suggestion 

that credit should be given to IUCW for initiating such a day. 

 

The mention of IUCW's initiative in the introduction paragraph in the In-

dian-Uruguayan suggestion, and in a more pronounced manner in the 

Scandinavian suggestion for changes, provoked discussions and new sug-
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gestions. The same applies to the suggestion made by Afghanistan, in 

which any reference to IUCW was excluded altogether.
183

 

As has been demonstrated here, the suggestion made by some of the Nordic 

countries was supported by the Indian-Uruguayan representatives. However, this 

support was not enough, and the debate within the Assembly resulted in a stipu-

lation that non-governmental organizations should not be mentioned in the UN 

decree. Evidently the majority of members in the General Assembly objected to 

mentioning non-governmental organizations in the UN resolutions. Within the 

Assembly it was argued that a "dangerous" precedent could be set if non-

governmental organizations were mentioned.
184 

IUCW was struggling to maintain at least a fraction of the position it previ-

ously had in organizing and carrying out a worldwide day for children. This at-

tempt failed, and the association was completely overruled by the UN. ‘Universal 

Children‘s Day‘ was established, but no credit was given to IUCW for initiating 

this day. These setbacks did not stop IUCW from making further attempts to in-

fluence the UN and UNICEF. Next we will see how an attempt was made by 

IUCW to influence the outlining of ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘. 

The outlining of „Universal Children‟s Day‟- different notions of children 

Despite the hindrances, IUCW continued its efforts to maintain its position as a 

prominent relief organization for children on the international arena. As has been 

demonstrated, its attempts so far had been in vain. However, IUCW did find yet 

another issue, the actual outlining of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘, in relation to 

which the association tried to influence the UN and UNICEF. As we will see, 

this time it was not only a question of maintaining organizational space, but also 

of what notion of children was to dominate the international arena. The Secretary 

General of IUCW tried to influence the President of the UN General Assembly in 

the outlining of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘. IUCW wanted the UN to change the 
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formulation in the regulations so that, in the future, an understanding and co-

operation between the organizations would be possible.
185

  

In IUCW‘S attempt to influence the outlining of ‘Universal Children‘s Day‘, a 

difference surfaced between the UN‘s and UNICEF‘s notion of children and that 

of IUCW. IUCW had its starting point in adults, which implied an emphasis on 

adult responsibility for children as well as on the role of adults as decision-

makers in children‘s lives. IUCW pointed out that children were by no means ex-

cluded from the celebrations, but it was towards adults IUCW was directing its 

appeal. This is in contrast to the perspective visible in UN efforts for children in 

the world, which stressed brotherhood and understanding between children and 

which focused on children as individual actors. The UN wanted to strengthen and 

expand UN efforts for children in the world, on children's behalf. In order to 

achieve this, activities for children intended to strengthen the knowledge of UN‘s 

regulation‘s purpose were to be organized throughout the world.
186

 As we can see 

here, the starting points where different. IUCW had its starting point in adults, 

who were responsible for children and the decision-makers in charge of the 

world children lived in. It appears as if children were not considered to be inde-

pendent actors, able to influence the world they lived in. The UN and UNICEF 

appear to have represented a new notion of children. Fellowship and understand-

ing between children were to be encouraged. The UN regulation indicated that it 

was not only important for children to create harmonious relationships with each 

other, but also self-evident that children could do so. 

This attempt on the part of IUCW was also overruled. The chairman of the UN 

argued that not only was it impossible at this time to change the regulations, he 

also emphasized that IUCW had been informed about this. However, even if the 

UN not could accommodate the suggestions made by IUCW, it was emphasized 

that a constructive and friendly relationship with IUCW was desired.
187

 As has 

been demonstrated here, IUCW had clearly struggled to maintain its position as a 

dominating international organization for relief work for children. All its efforts 
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had been in vain, and at this time, the international arena was dominated by 

UNICEF.  

Concluding discussion 

In this chapter, we have seen how UNICEF became a challenger in the field of 

relief work for children on both the national Swedish and the international level. 

On the national Swedish level, the organization appears to have been resisted by 

both Swedish authorities and non-governmental organizations. It took eight years 

after its founding before UNICEF managed to establish itself within Sweden. As 

has been shown, the reason for this ultimate success was that Rädda Barnen 

changed its attitude towards UNICEF. However, for Rädda Barnen this made it 

possible to gain a more prominent position within the country and internation-

ally. By being in charge of the Swedish UNICEF committee, the organization 

also gained control of its activities. Being the patron of this committee also 

proved beneficial to Rädda Barnen on the international level. This enabled the 

organizations to be heard within the UN, which would otherwise not have been 

possible. 

    On the international level, the establishment of UNICEF clearly competed 

with IUCW, which appears to have been the predominant actor on the arena of 

relief work for children. UNICEF had the backing of the UN, which enabled the 

organization to gain important influence and seemingly take over the position as 

the predominant actor in questions concerning child relief. IUCW desperately 

tried to maintain its position, by trying to prevent the UN from establishing a 

‗Universal Children‘s Day‘. When this failed, IUCW tried to get credit for initiat-

ing such a day, but this failed as well. Finally, the organization tried to influence 

the outlining of the day, but yet again IUCW‘s attempts were ignored by the UN 

and UNICEF. The UN evidently wanted UNICEF to take over the position as the 

predominant voice for children on the international arena. As we have seen, 

UNICEF appears to have represented a new notion of children as independent, 

able actors who can influence their own lives. 

 As we have also seen, a joint understanding that children are in need of pro-

tection did emerge. Using Ulrich Beck‘s definition, we could say that ‗institu-

tionalized cosmopolitanism‘ had been reached. However, this was not the result 

of having reached a consensus on how or by which organization children should 

be protected. On the contrary, as we have seen, conflicts emerged between the 
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UN and national non-governmental organizations such as Rädda Barnen, but also 

the Swedish Government. As a supranational organization, the UN wanted ongo-

ing Swedish relief activities for children to be included under its umbrella, and 

negotiations on this were carried out. Within Sweden, UNICEF did not succeed 

in becoming the predominant voice on questions concerning child protection. 

However, on the international level, UNICEF was far more successful. Here 

conflicts also arose, mainly between the UN and IUCW, but as has been demon-

strated, very little negotiation took place, and UNICEF gained a dominant posi-

tion by the authority attributed to it by UN. 

 While the conflicts and events surrounding UNICEF‘s entrance onto the in-

ternational arena of child relief were underway, conflicts arose within the IUCW 

as well. These conflicts concerned different views on how to run an association 

like IUCW. 
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Chapter V 

The definition of being an international   

organization – conflicts within the Interna-

tional Union for Child Welfare 

Introduction 

In previous chapters, we have seen how struggles arose between organizations 

and authorities on both national and international arena. As has been demon-

strated, these where about gaining organizational space and thus becoming au-

thority in questions concerning child relief.  In this chapter we will see how 

struggles surfaced within IUCW where different viewpoints on what the policies 

on running the association was, crystallised. The debates took place simultane-

ously to when the controversies around UN‘s decision to establish a ‗Universal 

Children‘s Day‘ arose. The core of the problem in these discussions appears to 

have been about how being an international organization should be defined in 

relationship to a universalistic or a cosmopolitan outlook.  

 Before looking more closely at the debate within the international union and 

at what was at stake there, an account will be given of UISE‘s background, the 

early days of the association‘s existence. This will illustrate what stance the or-

ganization previously had on co-operation with other organizations. 

Union International de Secours aux Enfants, UISE 

As mentioned in the introduction, Eglantyne Jebb, one of the founders of the 

Save the Children Fund, recognized early on the need to co-ordinate the work of 

member countries so as to avoid overlapping efforts, but also to make the organi-
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zation universal. For this reason, UISE was established in 1920. The organization 

had its head office in Geneva, and was chaired by the Swedish ex Consul, Baron 

de Geer.  Eglantyne Jebb obtained the seat as vice-chairman of the organiza-

tion.
188

 At the outset of the organization‘s activities, the relationship with the Red 

Cross was good, and the latter gave its support to the newly founded organiza-

tion. It was also from the Red Cross that the idea of being a non-political organi-

zation that took no notice of the religion or nationality of aid recipients came.
189

 

One event of importance to the organization‘s international establishment was 

when Pope Benedict XV gave his support to UISE. A collection of funds was 

carried out in all Catholic churches around the world, for the benefit of the or-

ganization.
190

 Quakers and theosophists were often used to carry out the relief 

activities. Both of these groups were already actively working with relief actions 

in different countries in Europe.
191

 The advantage of using religious groups or 

local organizations was that they had knowledge of the location in which relief 

was to be directed, and could quickly point out where it was most needed. UISE 

gathered money, and then distributed these funds in whatever way seemed most 

practical, thus sometimes via other organizations.  

Another important occurrence for the organization‘s international establish-

ment took place during UISE‘s third congress in 1921, which was held in Stock-

holm. A representative of the League of Nation‘s attended the congress, and he 

expressed his admiration for the organization‘s work. He also stated that UISE 

was working towards the same goal as the League of Nations and that this goal 

was to create a feeling of fellowship between people. He called UISE the pio-

neers of the League of Nations. According to a report from this congress, this 

was one of the most important acknowledgement‘s the organization had received 

for its work.
192

 In 1923, Eglantyne Jebb wrote in a letter to her friend Suzanne 

Ferrière, Secretary at the Red Cross, that she wanted certain rights for children to 

be established, which would hopefully be recognized all over the world.
193

 She 

was not alone in wanting a charter for children to be established, a charter was 
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formulated by The International Council of Women, too.  However, Eglantyne 

Jebb argued that this charter was to socialistic in its character, and only contained 

what duties governments had to children. She wanted everyone‘s duties to chil-

dren to be established, those of non-governmental organizations, teachers, par-

ents – anyone who came in contact with children. For this reason, she created an-

other charter, which became the one accepted by the League of Nations.
194

 The 

idea underlying this declaration was that a safety net should be created around 

children and that this safety net should also provide support for everyone who 

had anything to do with children and their up-bringing.
195

 According to Eglan-

tyne Jebb, ―The Declaration of Geneva summed up the minimum requirements of 

mankind for its children.‖
196

 The League of Nations had made protection of chil-

dren their business, and Eglantyne Jebb was appointed as advisor to a committee 

within the organization that worked with questions concerning children. The 

League of Nations wanted laws that protect children to be established in all coun-

tries. ―The world‘s experience of the protection of children‖ should be gathered 

within the organization. Eglantyne Jebb was anxious to co-operate with the 

League of Nations, as both organizations were working towards the same goals. 

In her view, having the support of the League of Nations was important, because 

it gave more weight to the questions UISE was working for.
197

 

    As we can see here, looking back at the international union‘s history, good 

relations existed with the organizations the union interacted with. A spirit of 

wanting to co-operate to achieve the same goal, which was to protect children, 

also existed. UISE had good relations with both the Red Cross and the League of 

Nations, which was the forerunner of the United Nations. UISE also used other 

organizations to execute and distribute relief, as this was considered to be most 

practical and efficient method. We will now return to the period of time covered 

in the present study, and look at how discussions about defining the association‘s 

role as a universal organization were conducted. 
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The definition of an international organization 

During WWII, UISE appears to have dominated the international arena in ques-

tions concerning child relief and protection. The Red Cross and the UN provided 

relief work for children too, but did not have their focal point on children. There 

were other organizations, such as Children and Youth Aliyah and Oevre de Se-

cours aux enfants, which also worked for children, but these focused mainly on 

Jewish children and youth.  As has been mentioned earlier, the idea behind UISE 

was to help as many children in as many places as possible. During the winter of 

1940-1941, a manifesto was distributed among UISE member countries in which 

the different branches were reminded of this policy.  

Under all circumstances, the Union is prepared to assist children, no matter 

what nationality, as soon as a request for assistance has been made.
198

 

At this time, the political antagonisms in Europe were ongoing, but UISE clearly 

wanted to stick to its basic principle that all children should receive help no mat-

ter the circumstances.  

In the manifesto referred to here, it was also emphasized that UISE had good 

relations with all its member countries. This did not necessarily mean that rela-

tions were close; relations with many of the countries apparently stayed on a 

fairly general basis. However, contacts with the English and the American affili-

ates had been exceptionally good. The reason for this was that these two coun-

tries had proven themselves to be very loyal in many respects.
199

 The manifesto 

does not reveal the nature of their loyalty, but as we can see, in the same state-

ment as UISE pointed out that nationality should make no difference to where 

relief work was directed it is pointed out that the Americans and British where 

the most committed members. It seems as if, the organization did make a politi-

cal statement even if the ambition was to refrain from doing so.  

In the manifesto, it was also pointed out that UISE had great respect for the 

work done by other organizations, but the association considered itself to be re-
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sponsible for the bulk of relief work among children.
200

 Already at this point, 

UISE‘s ambition was evidently to become an authority on the international arena 

in questions concerning child relief. 

By the time of the armistice, IUCW had branches in many different countries. 

In 1946, the association had 54 member organizations in 34 different countries, 

whereof 40 were in 22 European countries, two in North America, eight in South 

America, one in Central America and three in Asia. As can be noted, no branches 

were established in the Eastern bloc or in Africa at this time. In 1946, UISE also 

merged with Associacion Internationale de Protection de l'Enfance Brüssel and 

changed its name to the International Union for Child Welfare, IUCW.
201

 As we 

can see here, the association was large at this time and its ability to make an im-

pact on questions concerning child relief internationally appears to have been 

significant. However, as demonstrated earlier, the establishment of UNICEF and 

the UN decision to establish ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘ was a setback for the 

association.   

Concurrently with the conflicts that arose around the establishment of ‗Uni-

versal Children‘s Day‘, conflicts also arose within IUCW concerning if and in 

what way the association was going to adapt to UN requirements for organiza-

tions with consultative status. This caused conflicts been between Rädda Ba-

rnen‘s Chairwoman, Margit Levinson, and Andree Morier, Executive Director of 

IUCW regarding how to carry out the association‘s work and the appropriate 

policies for this work. 

The characterization of an international organization – diversity or uni-

formity? 

As we have seen earlier, common practice within IUCW had been to use local 

organizations in different countries to carry out relief work. These organizations 

became members of IUCW and then carried out relief actions, supported by the 

association. In a correspondence between Margit Levinson and Andree Morier, it 

is evident that this policy caused friction between the two of them. Margit Levin-

son was apprehensive about the policy of using local organizations in different 

countries to execute relief actions, and she also questioned the policy of granting 
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them membership in IUCW. She expressed concerns about the local organiza-

tions‘ abilities to efficiently contribute to the relief work being carried out. An-

dree Morier did not share Margit Levinson‘s concerns, but was willing to discuss 

the matter within the executive committee of IUCW. In contrast to Margit Levin-

son, Andree Morier argued that it was important and necessary for the interna-

tional union to grant membership to other organizations. This enabled the union 

to keep its diversity and thereby represent children on an international level, 

which was apparently also what the UN required from organizations to grant 

them consultative status.
202

 As demonstrated in the previous chapter, by this 

time, in 1953, IUCW‘s position was in jeopardy, and the association was strug-

gling to maintain its importance as an international relief agency for children and 

was seemingly eager to comply with UN policies. Whether IUCW had officially 

been granted consultative status by the UN at this time is not evident. Whatever 

the case, Andree Morier appears to have been familiar with what the UN required 

if the association was to achieve this status. 

   Even so, Margit Levinson disagreed and argued that if the relief work were 

planned, performed and governed by IUCW; it would be carried out more effi-

ciently.  She appears to have been adamant in her standpoint on this matter and 

referred to the Articles of the Declaration of Geneva and the Union's own poli-

cies when questioning the membership of certain organizations. In reply, Andree 

Morier encouraged Margit Levinson to read the articles again, bearing in mind 

the question of diversity. Recall that, according to Andree Morier, including and 

accepting different methods of carrying out relief was necessary if children were 

to be represented on an international level. 

If you refer to the aims of the Union as laid down in the Statues, and even 

more so in the various Articles of the Declaration of Geneva - which I 

think you should read again with this particular matter in mind - you will 

see that this diversity is taken for granted that it is absolutely logical, and 

that actually the Union could not fulfil its task without it. 
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Certainly the injunction to "Save the Child" - relief - is the object of Art. 5, 

but all the other   Articles, and particularly Arts. 4 and 6, imply the efforts 

of more or less specialised organizations. Then again, for representing the 

interests of children on the international level, and in order to provide the 

consultative opinions that the United Nations and the Specialised Agencies 

ask for, these many-sided activities are absolutely essential. Considered 

from this point of view, therefore, you criticism is at least open to discus-

sion.
203

 

As has been demonstrated here, two different viewpoints on how to run the asso-

ciation surfaced. Andree Morier appears to have represented a cosmopolitan out-

look in which diversity was welcome and necessary. In her view, this would be 

advantageous to the association because it would strengthen its position in the 

eyes of the UN as well. Margit Levinson viewed the matter in a different light 

and argued that IUCW‘s work would be more efficient if it were controlled by 

the association. She argued that a coherent set of principles should be established 

for organizations that were granted membership and that the relief work should 

be carried out in accordance with these principles. Margit Levinson appears to 

have advocated universalism – different organizations could be included, but 

they had to adjust to the principles defined by IUCW. 

There was one organization, the Red Cross, which Margit Levinson appears to 

have found particularly difficult to include in IUCW‘s work. As we will see next, 

this also caused friction within IUCW.   

Relations to the Red Cross – another source of conflicts?  

As has been demonstrated earlier, in Sweden the relationship between the Swed-

ish Red Cross and Rädda Barnen had been strenuous. The main reason appears to 

have been that both organizations were struggled to fortify their positions. 

On the international arena, some of the leaders of the different organizations ad-

vocated co-operation between the organizations and others were more reluctant 

about this. The President of the International Red Cross, Max Huber, was one of 
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the people who emphasized the importance of co-operation between the organi-

zations.  In 1946, when IUCW held its annual conference, one of the invited 

guests and speakers was Max Huber. In his speech, he emphasized how impor-

tant it was that the good intentions of the pioneers of the organizations be main-

tained. He also pointed out how important it was that the two organizations co-

operate and keep the good relations they had had in the past.  

The next speaker was monsieur Max Huber the President of the Interna-

tional Red Cross. During a longer statement, he emphasized the necessity 

of good camaraderie between the Red Cross and the Save the Children 

Fund and thought that if the right will was in place, then there was always 

a way to find the right words. The will to co-operate is necessary and sacri-

fices from all of us are a must and he further stressed. "May our principal 

be to help all of those who are suffering and to give them our contribu-

tions". 
204

 

As we can see, it appears as if the President of the Red Cross indicated that con-

flicts had existed between the organizations and he emphasized the importance of 

co-operation in achieving the common goal – to help people in need.  

However, the wishes expressed by the President of the Red Cross appear to 

have been difficult to comply with. As we will see, within IUCW opinions dif-

fered as to what should characterize the relationship with the Red Cross. For in-

stance, the Secretary General of IUCW appears to have been reluctant about the 

organization. This is evident in a correspondence with Margit Levinson, where 

he describes a meeting with the UN concerning access to Korea. During this 

meeting, IUCW‘s Secretary General pointed out to the UN representative that he 

felt the Red Cross was being favoured regarding gaining access to Korea. This 

complaint seems to have amused the UN representative, and he pointed out that 

the Red Cross felt the same way. None of the organizations were being favoured, 

and both felt frustrated over not gaining access to Korea.  

I then pointed out how disappointed the Executive Committee and the Se-

cretariat had been, and even offended, to see that the Union and its member 

organizations, which are specialized in child relief, were slighted, while, to 
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our knowledge, the Red Cross Societies were favoured with special treat-

ment. At this Mr Kingsley smiled and replied that they had just had a con-

versation with the League of Red Cross societies and these so-called privi-

leges did not correspond to the real state of affairs. According to him, this 

organization was also annoyed.
205

  

As has been demonstrated here, the Secretary-General of IUCW clearly consid-

ered the Red Cross as a competitor. He was not alone in feeling reluctant towards 

the Red Cross, as we will see next this was shared by Margit Levinson. 

The animosity existing between the Swedish Red Cross and Rädda Barnen in 

Sweden was evidently lingering in the work Margit Levison carried out within 

IUCW. This became apparent in 1952, when the Women's International Democ-

ratic Federation arranged a conference on the protection of children. The organi-

zation invited IUCW to participate, but Andree Morier was hesitant, as the char-

acter of the conference was considered too political. She wrote to seek advice 

from the members of the executive committee, one of whom was Margit Levin-

son. Andree Morier herself argued that, despite her concerns, IUCW should send 

a representative to the conference, not for the purpose of participating, but as an 

observer. Her argument for this was that she believed that an interest in child 

welfare issues should supersede politics. 

It would not be the first time that the Union has been represented at meet-

ings of a political or denominational character, and in my opinion we 

should lay ourselves open to a change of political bias if we refused to at-

tend a conference dealing with child welfare questions because it had been 

organised by communists or fellow travellers.
206

 

However, as stated, Andree Morier wanted to obtain the opinions of the execu-

tive board and Margit Levinson replied. She disagreed, and in her reply she 

stated that unless the Red Cross planned to send a representative, she did not 
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think the union should.
207

 As has been shown here, a difference of opinions on 

IUCW‘s policies surfaced, and even if Andree Morier was hesitant about the po-

litical side, she did not want to exclude the Women's International Democratic 

Federation entirely. She advocated inclusiveness, in contrast to Margit Levinson, 

who does not seem to have considered this important. In this instance, Margit 

Levinson appears to have been more concerned about protecting the association‘s 

position, and unless this was threatened, she was not interested in the opinions or 

work of the Women's International Democratic Federation. 

As we have seen previously, the President of the Red Cross encouraged co-

operation and friendly relations between the organizations, because after all, the 

goal was the same: to provide relief to people in need. Margit Levinson was 

seemingly not interested in achieving such relations, and in a correspondence to 

Andree Morier, she made her opinions of the Red Cross blatantly clear. 

Within various Red Cross Associations I think I have noticed a certain ten-

dency: in a rather purposeful manner they ―brush up‖ their committees 

even in the personal sphere. Confidentially I can tell you that the Scandi-

navian Red Cross Organizations even seem to do their utmost so as to have 

all activity of raising funds monopolized for themselves, at least with re-

gard to actions abroad: This has been felt in a rather unpleasant and dis-

agreeable way--but as to the energy used in that respect there cannot be 

any mistake. – Quite simply the law of the jungle.
208 

As we can see, Margit Levinson accused the Red Cross of trying to control fun-

draising, and according to her, the Red Cross was a competitor.  

The conflicts that had taken place in Sweden between the Swedish Red Cross 

and Rädda Barnen had evidently colored Margit Levinson‘s opinion of the Red 

Cross on an international level too. This becomes evident when the Dutch Red 

Cross in 1953 applied for membership in IUCW. Whether or not this should be 

accepted became an issue on which Margit Levinson‘s and Andree Morier‘s opi-

nions once again differed, and they had different viewpoints on how to run an 

association.   
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With regard to the readmission of the Dutch Red Cross as member of the 

IUCW, I quite understand your hesitations but I would like to draw you at-

tention to the fact that the situation and relationship of our member organi-

zations with their respective Red Cross Societies are not the same in all 

countries and that the conclusions you may reach in view of the relations 

between Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross do not necessarily ap-

ply elsewhere. As a matter of fact, our two existing Dutch member organi-

zations are entirely in favour of the readmission of their national Red Cross 

and do not fear any competition on their part, on the contrary, they are 

looking forward to increased co-operation.
209 

As we can see here, Andree Morier again advocated inclusiveness and pointed 

out that the struggle between Rädda Barnen and the Red Cross that had taken 

place in Sweden did not necessarily apply everywhere. On the contrary, the local 

Save the Children Fund branch in Holland welcomed co-operation between the 

organizations. In contrast to Margit Levinson and the Secretary General of 

IUCW, Andree Morier clearly shared the President of the Red Cross‘s opinion, 

that it was important to maintain good relations between the organizations. 

    Margit Levinson was concerned that if the Dutch Red Cross were granted 

admission into IUCW, this might lead to applications from many other Red 

Cross societies. Andree Morier again disagreed, pointing out that only one other 

member had raised similar objections, and for this reason she argued that Margit 

Levinson‘s protest was unfounded. According to Andree Morier, there were no 

good reasons for not allowing the Dutch Red Cross to regain its membership in 

IUCW, and as mentioned earlier, this was supported by the local Save the Chil-

dren Fund in Holland. 

Frankly said, I do not see what grounds one could give to the Dutch Red 

Cross for refusing its readmission to the Union in view of its being a hu-

manitarian institution and its application so wholeheartedly supported by 

the nearest interested member organizations in Holland. 

 The above explanation clearly shows how extremely difficult it would be 

for the Executive Committee to take a firm stand against the readmission 
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of the Dutch Red Cross, and I still hope that you will reconsider the matter 

in a more favourable light.
210 

As demonstrated, Andree Morier advocated inclusion; she appears to have had a 

cosmopolitan outlook on how IUCW‘s policies should be enforced. As long as 

organizations that had been granted membership worked towards the same goal 

as the IUCW did, they ought to be included.     

Rädda Barnen's performance of relief in Holland 

As pointed out earlier, the original Save the Children Fund had traditionally used 

domestic voluntary organizations in different countries to distribute aid, if such 

organizations existed. The reason for this was to ensure that aid was provided to 

the areas where it was most needed. The organizations that were already active in 

the different countries usually had the best knowledge about the location of such 

areas. As demonstrated, Margit Levinson was concerned about local organiza-

tions ability to carry out relief actions in an efficient manner. She wanted these to 

be governed by IUCW. Andree Morier did not see a problem in using local or-

ganizations; on the contrary she argued that this was advantageous.  

In 1953, when Rädda Barnen made an attempt to carry out a relief action in 

Holland but the result of this action turned out to be disappointing. In correspon-

dence to Andree Morier, Margit Levinson criticized the local organization that 

had dealt with the relief action instead of Rädda Barnen. She argued that the or-

ganization was unknown, and that a request for aid should have been directed to 

the international union, rather than to the local organization. Andree Morier dis-

agreed, and considered it natural that requests for help were firstly directed to lo-

cal organizations. She also emphasized the importance of notifying the country 

concerned before visiting it and trying to direct activities there. Rädda Barnen 

had ignored this.  Andree Morier also disagreed with Margit Levinson's opinion 

that the Dutch local organization's work and existence were unknown to the un-

ion. On the contrary, the organization was known both in Holland and outside the 

country. 
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I am sorry, and I have expressed this regret, that the member organizations 

of that country have not responded more effectively to the request of relief 

organizations such as Rädda Barnen. But I wonder, also, whether you took 

the precaution of informing them beforehand of the intended visit of Rädda 

Barnen's delegation and of its aim? 

Your statement that the organization in question is unknown is surely 

based on a misunderstanding. On the contrary, in its own field this agency 

is well known both in its own country and abroad. My experience is that 

one has to be careful in coming to a negative conclusion of this kind. All 

too often we find that organizations that are extremely well-known to us 

(including the Union itself!) appear to be ignored by others, if their sphere 

of action lies in an entirely different direction, or if there is some reason - 

sometimes quite unconscious -for not wanting to take note of its exis-

tence…!
211 

As has been demonstrated, Margit Levinson did no trust local organizations to 

carry out relief actions in their own countries and she argued that these should be 

channelled via IUCW. Again, Andree Morier disagreed, and as we can see, she 

also pointed out that it was appropriate to ask the recipient whether or not the re-

lief action actually was desired. Once again, different views on how to run the 

association are evident. Margit Levinson argued the power and decision-making 

concerning how relief efforts was going to be carried out should lie in the hands 

of the IUCW board. Andree Morier, on the other hand, wanted IUCW‘s work to 

be carried out as previously, using and including other organizations. Once more 

it becomes apparent that two different styles of running associations were advo-

cated: a cosmopolitan outlook that considered diversity to be strength and uni-

versalism, which promoted homogeneity in the performance of relief work. 

Concluding discussion 

 In this part, we have seen how a power struggle surfaced within IUCW concern-

ing how the association‘s work should be carried out. At the time, in 1953, it was 

evident that the association‘s position as a predominant international relief or-
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ganization in children‘s issues had been threatened by the establishment of UNI-

CEF. It would seem that, for this reason, Andree Morier felt it was of vital im-

portance to comply with the UN to the greatest possible extent so as to avoid 

weakening IUCW‘s position even more. She emphasized the importance of in-

clusiveness and welcomed diversity, which she felt strengthened the association.  

This was also what was required by the UN if the association was to be included 

in UN efforts. 

Margit Levinson, on the other hand, appears to have taken another position 

vis-à-vis UN‘s requirements. Even if her concerns also concerned strengthening 

IUCW‘s position, the method she advocated for doing so was different. She 

wanted decisions on how relief work was to be carried out to be controlled by the 

board of IUCW and she wanted a coherent set of principles for this to be out-

lined.  

As pointed out, it appears as if two different styles of defining an association 

based on a cosmopolitan vs. a universalistic outlook – came into conflict here. As 

we have also seen, Rädda Barnen does not seem to have considered it useful to 

use the local organization in Holland in carrying out its relief efforts in the coun-

try. In the following chapters, we will turn to some of Rädda Barnen‘s activities 

and see how they were carried out both in Sweden and in other countries. 
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Chapter VI 

Rädda Barnen‘s activities 

Introduction 

Thus far, we have seen how Rädda Barnen‘s significance grew on both the na-

tional and international level during the period of time studied here. At the out-

break of the war, the organization had a limited impact on questions concerning 

child relief. This changed considerably towards the end of the war, as well as af-

ter the armistice. Rädda Barnen became an important voice on questions con-

cerning child relief, both on the Swedish national level and within the interna-

tional context. We will now turn to Rädda Barnen‘s activities and see how the 

organization‘s development affected the outlining of its actions.  

This chapter will begin with a brief account of what the situation in Europe 

was like during this period of time. This should help us understand the back-

ground against which Rädda Barnen tried to carry out its relief work. Following 

this is a general overview of the kind of activities Rädda Barnen carried out and 

participated in. Subsequently, we will take a closer look at Rädda Barnen‘s ac-

tivities in Sweden and discuss what position the organization had in the country 

and how this changed over the period under study. The chapter will end with a 

closer examination of one activity, sponsorship for children, which appears to 

have been the first activity Rädda Barnen also carried out outside the Nordic 

countries. Providing sponsorships to non-Nordic countries also gave rise to dis-

cussions between Rädda Barnen and UISE, and the nature of this interaction and 

its outcome will also be accounted for. 
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The chaos in Europe 

During the war years, Europe was of course in a state of chaos. Boarders were 

closed, and it was not possible for relief organizations or UN organizations to ac-

cess all regions. Housing and infrastructure were destroyed in many places.  Per-

haps hardest to comprehend is the enormous loss of human lives. According to 

British historian Tony Judt, 36.5 million people died of ―war-related causes‖ 

from 1939 to 1945. The exact extent to which the war had affected Europe and 

its inhabitants was not revealed until after the armistice. The rebuilding of 

Europe went relatively quickly, considering how horrific the conditions were. 

Tony Judt claims that the relatively rapid reconstruction was thanks to what he 

calls ―a collective amnesia‖; the atrocities of the war were repressed. Perhaps the 

most extensive relief efforts were carried out by UNRRA. In Western Europe 

alone, nearly 7 million people were being cared for by the organization at the end 

of the war.
212

  

Not only was the loss of human lives enormous, but there were also many 

refugees, many of whom were children. In Poland alone, there were approxi-

mately 200,000 orphans, in the Netherlands 60,000, and in Berlin alone, there 

were 53,000.
213

 Among Rädda Barnen‘s archive material, eyewitness accounts 

tell about the extremely difficult conditions that existed in Europe during this 

time. One eyewitness, for instance, called the conditions in Poland the ―witches' 

Sabbath of destruction‖.
214

 Naturally, Poland was not the only country to suffer, 

and as mentioned, people were starving, had no housing and many children 

where orphans and in need of aid. In 1945, a conference was held with represen-

tatives of Rädda Barnen, Swedish Social welfare authorities and representatives 

of UNRRA. At this conference the representatives of UNRRA pointed out that 

approximately 12,000,000 people had been forcibly removed from their homes 

during the war.
215

 It is not clear how many of these were children, but it was of 

course of great importance that the children be cared for. It was under these con-

ditions that relief organizations such as Rädda Barnen carried out their relief ac-
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tivities. Choices had to be made as to how, where and to which children relief 

work should be directed.  

Next, an overview of the different kinds of activities Rädda Barnen undertook 

during the timeframe of the present study will be given. As pointed out, some of 

these activities will be more thoroughly examined in the following chapters. The 

activities chosen for a more thorough examination are sponsorships for children, 

child transports and the establishment of apprentice homes and children‘s homes. 

These particular activities were chosen because the material available allows us 

to follow them through the stage of discussion, decision-making, to actual execu-

tion, and finally to Rädda Barnen‘s own description of the activities carried out. 

One problem in trying to summarize the organization‘s activities is that money 

was sometimes allocated to certain tasks, but transferred to other accounts and 

used for another activity. Collections were also made for specific purposes, but 

sometimes the proceeds were used for tasks other than those originally planned. 

Funds were also sometimes reserved for a specific cause, but never seemed to be 

paid out. It is therefore difficult to know with certainty whether some of the relief 

actions were actually carried out, or whether the funds allocated were paid out 

for that specific cause. This summary of Rädda Barnen‘s activities is therefore 

not complete and is meant to give a general idea of the kind of activities the or-

ganization undertook. Smaller contributions were paid out, now and again for 

certain activities and some activities were intended to be short lived and are 

therefore not included. In the summary that follows, I will note when an activity 

was only carried out in Sweden, but in this outline, I will not separate these from 

the other activities.  

Rädda Barnen‟s activities – an overview 

Rädda Barnen carried out a variety of relief actions during the timeframe of this 

study, including emergency relief work, preventative work and creating envi-

ronments that stressed the upbringing and education of youth and children. 

Food dispensation was one activity that was realized in different ways. During 

the first part of the war, parcels containing food, and sometimes clothes and other 

textiles, were distributed to Swedish families in need. This activity was also ex-

tended to Finland and Norway during the first part of the war. Another way of 

distributing food was via food stations, which were established in, for instance, 

France, Germany, Hungary and Austria. The goal was to provide food of as high 

nutritional value as possible. Feeding stations do not appear to have been estab-



127 

 

 

lished by Rädda Barnen until after the armistice. Some contributions towards 

feeding stations were made to the international union towards the end of the war, 

but this was done sparingly.
216

  

Distribution of clothes and textiles was another way in which Rädda Barnen 

provided relief. In Sweden, it began distributing clothes already at the outset of 

the war. At this point in time, the distribution was aimed at families of draftees, 

and Swedish authorities supported this activity. Clothes, shoes and textiles were 

also distributed to Norway and Finland during the war. After the armistice, this 

kind of relief was also given to different countries in Europe.
217

 

Sponsorships for children constituted a regular financial contribution and were 

directed to a specific child or family. This activity was instigated for Swedish 

children at the outset of the war, but quickly expanded to Finnish and Norwegian 

children. Dutch and French children also obtained sponsorships during the war, 

but to a very limited extent. The expansion of sponsorships for children outside 

the Nordic region, mainly took place after the war.
218

 

A ―monthly allowance‖ was another type of regular contribution that was only 

distributed to Swedish draftees‘ families. Which families qualified for this was 

determined in consultation with the Head of the Defence Staff.
219

 The Swedish 

Government paid out ―family allowance‖ to draftees‘ families, but this was con-

sidered insufficient, and the aim of the ―monthly allowance‖ was to supplement 

the ―family allowance‖.
220

 

―The individual one-off help‖
221

 was a measure instigated in Sweden in 1943, 

and this was also only directed to Swedish families. Eventually, this form of con-

tribution would replace sponsorships directed to Swedish children. This was a 

one-off payment, for something that the family specifically needed, for instance 

to purchase cutlery, repair a house, purchase a cow, linen, etc.
222

  

Child transports were another of Rädda Barnen‘s activities, and the purpose of 

these was primarily to bring children to Sweden for recreational purposes. Dur-

ing the war, Rädda Barnen supported and initiated the transportation of Finnish 

children to Sweden, but these activities were not carried out under the organiza-
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tion‘s auspices. After the armistice, Rädda Barnen organized and carried out 

child transports under its own patronage, bringing children to Sweden from sev-

eral countries, for instance France, Holland, Norway and Belgium. Another type 

of child transport was carried out as well, and these concerned stateless children. 

During 1948-1949, 1951-1952 and 1955-1958, so-called DP children, displaced 

children, were transported to Sweden under Rädda Barnen‘s auspices. The chil-

dren came from refugee camps in the British and American zones in Germany. 

The purpose was to have them adopted into Swedish families.
223

   

Sewing, carpentry and shoemaker workshops, etc., were set up adjacent to the 

refugee camps during the years 1949-50, mainly in Germany.
224

 

Social settlements
225

 were established in, for instance, Germany during 1949, 

and the purpose was to keep children and youth occupied. Each social settlement 

could receive between 400-500 children and youth a day and a variety of activi-

ties were offered. Some examples of these were woodworking, playing ping-

pong, sewing, theatre groups, and folk dance. These social settlements were open 

both during the days and evenings, for different activities.
226

 No children or 

youth lived at these establishments; instead the purpose appears to mainly have 

been to give children and youth a meaningful occupation. 

Nursery schools where established in several countries, and their purpose was 

to provide childcare for children of working parents. The children in the nursery 

schools were also given clothes and highly nutritional food.
227

 

 Children‘s homes were established in several countries, and the children liv-

ing in such homes were orphans, sometimes from the camps that had been set up 

in Europe, sometimes from poverty-stricken areas and sometimes they were ex-

members of Hitler-Jugend. The purpose of the children‘s homes varied, depend-

ing on the country in which the home was located. One overall aim of all of the 

homes was to enable the children to recuperate physically. In some instances, 

emphasis was also put on upbringing and education.
228

  

The establishment of nursery schools and children‘s homes was carried out in 

France, Poland, Germany, Austria and Italy towards the end of war and after the 

armistice. A children‘s home for Spanish children was also established in France 
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towards the end of the war. A nursery school and children‘s home for handi-

capped children was established in Israel in the early fifties. Contributions were 

also made to already existing children‘s homes and nursery schools after the ar-

mistice in, for instance, France, Greece, Holland and Italy. In 1949, approxi-

mately 40 nursery schools had been fully equipped by Rädda Barnen in Austria. 

Financial contributions were also allocated to nursery schools in northern 

Finland.
229

 

Apprentice homes were established in Germany after the armistice. The pur-

pose of these was to expose youth in Germany to an environment that was im-

bued with democratic values and to teach young people trades.
230

 

Identity discs were introduced in Sweden on Rädda Barnen‘s initiative after 

the war to enable identification of children, in the event of war.
231

  

Prevention of children‘s accidents was a mission pursued by Rädda Barnen in 

Sweden, in conjunction with Swedish doctors and the Swedish National Road 

Safety Office.
232

 

As we can see, Rädda Barnen participated in a variety of activities on the na-

tional level, and after the war also on the international level. The number of ac-

tivities the organization took part in also gives an indication of how it grew and 

strengthened its position within the field of relief work for children. By examin-

ing the activities the organization carried out in Sweden more closely, we will be 

able to see a more detailed picture of the impact the organization had within the 

national context. During this time, the Swedish welfare state was under construc-

tion, and before discussing the activities Rädda Barnen undertook in Sweden 

more closely, a brief account will be given of the Swedish Government‘s meas-

ures to facilitate this construction. 

The expansion of Swedish welfare 

Prior to WWII, the Swedish Government was beginning to develop the social se-

curity system in Sweden. For instance, pensions were improved and unemploy-

ment benefits were introduced. In 1937, a committee was established by the cur-

rent Minister for Health and Social Affairs, Gustav Möller, to investigate and 
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suggest how the Swedish social welfare system should be organized. However, 

during the early forties, the social security system in Sweden was still incoherent, 

and during the war, work with developing it seems to have been put on hold. Af-

ter the war, a new committee was established, this too to organize Swedish social 

security.
233

 Industrialization and urbanization expanded, and the increasing popu-

lation, both owing to immigration and to the increase in the birth rate, demanded 

more housing. This led to a government decision to support housing develop-

ment. Even if the war was over, the political conditions in the world were still 

tense, and in Sweden there were concerns about the possibility of another war. 

Resources were made available for the Swedish defence, which became stronger 

than ever.
234

 

In Sweden, concerns about the declining birth rate had surfaced prior to the 

war which made the Government undertake welfare measurements specifically 

aimed at families with children. Alva Myrdal brought attention to this matter to-

gether with her husband Gunnar Myrdal, and they published a book highlighting 

the issue in 1934.
235

 This book caused a debate in the country, and as a result, the 

Swedish Government established committees in 1935 and then again in 1941 to 

investigate what could be done to increase the number of children born.
236

  

Although the birth rate had increased during the last part of the war, concerns 

about population statistics continued into the late forties. Few children had been 

born during the twenties and thirties, and for this reason the number of children 

born during the late forties and early fifties was not expected to be large. Thus, 

policies that encouraged people to have more children and that made life easier 

for families with children were still necessary, as they had been prior to the 

war.
237

  

Examples of measurements undertaken prior to and during the war, by the 

Swedish Government was for instance tax relief for families with children, giv-

ing special contributions to orphans, children of widows, children of handicapped 

parents and children born out of wedlock.
238

 Starting in 1944, the Government 
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also subsidized the use of ―home-care providers‖.
239

These were usually em-

ployed by the town council and provided temporary assistance in homes that 

needed support due to illness in the family or childbirth.
240

 After the armistice, 

child benefits and free health insurance were also introduced by the Govern-

ment.
241

 

As we can see, the Swedish welfare state expanded and improved in many 

fields during this period of time. It did not, however, cover all fields in which 

needs existed, and because of this, Rädda Barnen found an arena in which it 

could play an important role.  

    As already mentioned, one activity which Rädda Barnen supported where 

the Swedish Government‘s contribution was not enough, was distribution of 

clothes. Since 1936 there existed a regulation in Sweden, stating that children 

who did not have adequate clothing for attending school could obtain contribu-

tions for this from the Swedish Board of Education.
242

 However, during the war 

the need for support in the shape of clothes contributions existed amongst many 

Swedish families even if the most vulnerable groups were families of the draft-

ees.  

Support to “The children of the forces guarding neutrality”
243

    

During 1940, Rädda Barnen managed to raise 85,000 Swedish Crowns for distri-

bution of clothes to Swedish children whose fathers had been drafted.
244

  In 1941, 

the organization also received a government grant of 75,000 Swedish Crowns in 

support of this activity.  Thanks to the government grant, the establishment of so-

called ―sewing workshops‖,
245

 and a collection of second-hand clothes carried 

out by the Swedish Scouts, this activity expanded rapidly. The Municipality of 

Stockholm also supported this activity and allocated Rädda Barnen larger prem-

ises so that it could handle the increased demand. The County Council
246

 also 

contributed to the cost of this activity. In 1941, Rädda Barnen distributed 1000 
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pieces of clothing to approximately 350 families a day.
247

  It was not only in 

Stockholm this kind of relief was needed, but also in other parts of the country, 

and for this reason, the government grant was also distributed to local branches. 

The amount of funds was dependent on how many men in the area had been 

drafted. How much money was allocated to each branch was decided by Rädda 

Barnen, together with the Swedish Labour Market Commission. The Family Al-

lowance committees,
248

 via the County Governor,
249

 provided Rädda Barnen with 

information on children who were in need of this contribution. The distribution 

of clothes grew quickly, and it was difficult for Rädda Barnen to maintain control 

over the distribution. As a result of this, the organization had to change its rou-

tines, and only distribute clothes after having received written requests.
250

  

As mentioned earlier, clothes distribution was one arena in which the Swedish 

Government was not able to meet the needs that existed. The lack of resources on 

this arena created a field within which Rädda Barnen‘s services were needed. 

During this time, in 1941, Rädda Barnen evidently managed to gain the trust of 

the Swedish Government.  This becomes visible by the end of this year, when the 

Government decided to take actions against irresponsible collections. A govern-

ment bill was under preparation at the time, aiming to prevent this. Margit Levin-

son was concerned about the proposed bill and approached the State Under-

secretary in the matter. He put her mind at rest, however, and assured her that the 

misuse of such collections would be prevented without damaging the ―well-

known permanent institutions‖.
251

 Rädda Barnen evidently managed to position 

itself as a dependable organization in the eyes of the Swedish authorities. 

 The distribution of clothes continued during the war years and the years to 

come. In 1950, a discussion took place within Rädda Barnen about whether or 

not this activity should stop. The reason this discussion surfaced at this time was 

that the child benefit had been introduced in Sweden. Rädda Barnen did not think 

that the benefit was sufficient to cover poor families‘ need for clothing, however, 

and the activity continued.
252

 

                                                 

 
247

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Annual reports 1941  
248

 Familjebidragsnämnden 
249

 Landshövdingen 
250

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Annual reports 1941  
251

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes 14th of November 1941 
252

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, enclosure no 1, Förslag till orientering rörande Rädda 

Barnens nuvarande ställning och framtidsplaner ,  to Minutes no 17 1950  



133 

 

 

Individual one-off help 

Another activity that Rädda Barnen began during the last part of the war was the 

so-called ―individual one-off help‖. This started in 1943, and the funds were col-

lected through the sale of ―Royal Buttons.
253

‖  Through these collections, the or-

ganization managed to raise 700,000 Swedish Crowns. Part of the money from 

the first collection, 50 000, was allocated to so called ‖feeble-minded‖ children. 

The contributions to ―feeble-minded‖ children were collected via the child wel-

fare offices in each county. Thorough investigations were undertaken before the 

money was granted. Most commonly the funds went to sponsoring stays at sum-

mer camps or other changes of environment for the children.
254

 However, the 

main part of the ―individual one-off help‖ was directed to poor families or fami-

lies with many children, which were allocated a one-off sum of money for some-

thing they specifically needed. This could be, for instance, the renovation of a 

house, the purchase of linen and cutlery, the purchase of a cow or pig, a sewing 

machine or something else the family needed. 
255

 

 The procedures for obtaining a contribution were somewhat complicated, but 

according to Rädda Barnen the reason for this was so that help would be directed 

where it was really needed.  Another reason was that the organization did not 

want to interfere in areas where the Swedish Government and municipalities 

were obliged to help.
256

 The applicant first had to apply to a local representative 

for Rädda Barnen, a district nurse or ―other suitable person‖. This application 

was then sent to the county‘s child welfare officer who approved or disapproved 

it. If approved, the application was forwarded to Rädda Barnen‘s central board, 

and there examined by a special committee. Apart from Rädda Barnen represen-

tatives, this committee also included representatives from the Swedish National 

board of Health and Welfare
257

 and from the Social Services Office.
258

 If ap-

proved, the purchase was made in consultation with the mother of the family, but 

neither she nor anyone else in the family was entrusted with the money on their 
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own. The funds were paid out to the person who had approved the application in 

the first place, the local Rädda Barnen representative, district nurse or ―other 

suitable person‖. The person that received the money was also accountable for 

it.
259

 As we can see here, this activity was also undertaken in conjunction with 

Swedish authorities,  but it appears as if Rädda Barnen had the final say on 

whether or not a contribution should be granted. 

The ―individual one-off help‖ was a successful activity and was ongoing dur-

ing the entire period under study. In 1955, Rädda Barnen brought up the question 

of whether this activity was still necessary. For this reason, the organization sent 

out a questioner to social welfare officers in the country who worked with chil-

dren to get their opinions about whether or not this form of relief activity should 

continue.
260

 A few months later, the board of Rädda Barnen summoned a meet-

ing with experts from the Swedish National Board of Welfare,
261

 Department of 

Health,
262

 Children‘s welfare foundation Sweden,
263

 and the Committee for So-

cial Welfare.
264

 During the meeting, the question was raised of whether this con-

tribution should continue in the same way as previously, or be changed. One 

suggestion was that the ―individual one-off help‖ should instead be granted in 

cases of abortion and to spastic children.
265

 A decision was taken that this form 

of relief should continue as before, at least until the end of 1956, when a new so-

cial welfare law would be established in Sweden.
266

 At this time, Rädda Barnen 

also pointed out that, no matter how much Swedish welfare developed, there 

would always be areas of need it could not reach. According to the organization, 

the relief it provided thus constituted an important complement.
267 

As we can see, involvement in ―individual one-off help‖ was another important 

contribution within a field not yet addressed by the Swedish Government. A new 

social welfare law was on its way, but until then, Rädda Barnen had an important 

a role to play here too. Another field that also surfaced during the war, and to 
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which Rädda Barnen contributed, was the planning of and preparation for post-

war activities. How this was carried out will be accounted for next. 

Emergency measures and preparations for the post war period 

Another field that Rädda Barnen took an interest in was training courses in inter-

national relief work, concerning child and youth care and protection. In 1944, 

courses were established that were intended for people active in Rädda Barnen, 

people working with social welfare for children, nursery schools, child guidance 

bureaus, youth recreation leaders and teachers with experience from summer 

colonies. The courses were financed by the Swedish authorities and performed in 

co-operation with The Co-ordination Committee for the Reconstruction of De-

mocracy.
268

 The purpose of the courses was to prepare for the relief work and re-

building that would be necessary after the war. The subjects taught in the courses 

were divided into four categories. The first was a general orientation, containing 

for instance the political-psychological background for post war relief work in 

countries affected by the war, and international plans for post war relief work and 

rebuilding. The next category included social child welfare subjects which in-

volved experiences of the evacuation of children and other child problems, care 

of children in children‘s homes, food dispensation for children, children placed 

in foster homes and co-operation with local and other authorities. The third cate-

gory was called pedagogical and psychological subjects. Included in this cate-

gory were moulding democratic individuals as the goal of upbringing, the general 

principles/psychological understanding of children and child rising, and nervous 

children and rootless youth. The last category was called practical subjects and 

dealt with work ethics, education, keeping children occupied, and work in youth 

clubs. The aim of the courses was to prepare both for relief work in post-war 

Europe and for the reception of refugees in Sweden.
269

 Fifty-five persons were 

enrolled in the first course, and of these, 25 were refugees staying in Sweden.
270

 

No records of whether these courses were ongoing during the consecutive years 

have been found in the material.  In 1950, however, the Swedish Board of De-
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fence wanted Rädda Barnen to train leaders for children‘s homes that were to be 

established in the event of war.
271

 In 1951, five such classes were held under the 

auspices of Rädda Barnen.
272

 As we can see here, Rädda Barnen was yet again 

delegated an important task, to prepare Sweden for the needs that would arise af-

ter the war. This task was given to the organization by Swedish authorities. As 

we have seen earlier, Rädda Barnen did not only carry out duties assigned to it by 

the Swedish authorities, but it also initiated some activities on its own. One such 

task was the identification of children in the event of war. 

Identity discs for children 

As mentioned before, after the armistice, there were concerns in Sweden that an-

other war could break out. The political tensions in the world were by no means 

over, even if WWII was. During and after the war, one important task for organi-

zations working with relief had been to reunite families. As mentioned at the be-

ginning of this chapter, the number of orphans after the war was enormous. In 

July 1950, at a conference held within IUCW, Rädda Barnen raised the question 

of how identification of children would be undertaken in the event of war. The 

Swedish delegates emphasized the importance of being able to identify children 

under school age in the event of war, and suggested that identity discs, or some 

other kind of identification measure, should be introduced.
273

 The question was 

referred to the executive committee of the international union, which recom-

mended that its member countries consider the matter.
274

 The executive commit-

tee apparently did not want to enforce this as a general guideline from the union, 

and it was left to each member organization to decide whether or not this was an 

important issue to act upon. Rädda Barnen considered this to be both an impor-

tant and urgent issue to resolve. In Sweden, the matter was brought to the atten-

tion of the Swedish Government, and Rädda Barnen also turned to the Swedish 

Board of Civil Defence to discuss identification of children in the event of war. 
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Rädda Barnen emphasized that because the ―condition in the world was critical‖ 

this matter could not wait.
275

 

The Swedish Board of Civil Defence suggested two methods of identifying 

children: finger prints or palm prints or the introduction of identity discs, as sug-

gested by Rädda Barnen. The former method was considered suitable for Rädda 

Barnen to take charge of, while the latter, the identity discs, was considered a 

more suitable task to undertake for the Swedish Red Cross. Another suggestion 

made by the Swedish Board of Civil Defence was the marking of children‘s 

clothing.
276

 In 1953, the Swedish Government accepted Rädda Barnen‘s proposal 

and commissioned the Swedish Board of Civil Defence to assist the general 

Swedish public to obtain identity discs for children. The Swedish Board of Civil 

Defence chose a supplier, and it was decided that the public should be able to 

buy discs not just for their children, but also for the whole family.
277

 As demon-

strated, the Swedish Board of Civil Defence was not inclined to assign the task of 

introducing identity discs to Rädda Barnen, even though it was Rädda Barnen 

that had made the suggestion. The Swedish Board of Civil Defence was over-

ruled by the Swedish Government and the task was delegated to Rädda Barnen. 

In Rädda Barnen‘s Minutes, it is stated that it should be obvious that the organi-

zation should be in charge of this task. Propaganda concerning the identity discs 

was to be disseminated in conjunction with representatives of other organiza-

tions.
278

 

Six years after the initial suggestion, the matter was finally settled, and the 

measure became a great success. By September 1956, 900,000 orders for identity 

discs had been received.
279

 As we can see here, the Swedish Government relied 

on Rädda Barnen‘s judgement on this matter. The identity discs were introduced 

and the suggestions made by the Swedish Civil Defence were overruled, as was 

the government body‘s attempt to delegate the task of introducing identity discs 

to the Swedish Red Cross.  

Yet Rädda Barnen did not only undertake tasks related to the war and the 

needs that arose in conjunction with it. Children‘s safety was another field the 

organization had begun to take an interest in. 
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Prevention of children‟s accidents 

Another activity that Rädda Barnen participated in, within Sweden, was the pre-

vention of children‘s accidents. This apparently concerned children who were 

victims of road accidents as well as of accidents in general. In 1954, the organi-

zation participated in a collection of funds for this cause, instigated by one of the 

Swedish newspapers. The funds collected were allocated to Rädda Barnen for the 

prevention of children‘s accidents. During the same year, a travelling exhibition 

called ―children‘s dangerous world‖ was presented around the country. This ac-

tivity was established by Rädda Barnen, in conjunction with Swedish authorities, 

the Swedish National Road Association and other associations interested in this 

activity.
280

 

It was not only children‘s safety in traffic that concerned Rädda Barnen. Acci-

dents in general and in children‘s homes were also an area of interest for the or-

ganization. In December 1954, Rädda Barnen received an application from Dr 

Sven-Otto Myrin who was employed at the Crown Princess Lovisa‘s Children‘s 

hospital. Dr Sven-Otto Myrin wanted to obtain a grant to investigate the origins 

of children‘s accidents, their treatment, the duration of treatment as well as the 

outcomes of any treatments undertaken. The hospital received approximately 

15,000 cases a year, and he felt that the records of these cases were an important 

source of knowledge. Rädda Barnen supported this work, and by January 1955, 

approximately 85,000 Swedish Crowns had been collected for this cause.
281

 One 

planned measurement to inform the public about how to prevent accidents was 

the establishment of so-called peepshows
282

 showing filmstrips of dangerous ar-

eas in private homes. These were going to be placed at health centres throughout 

the country.
283

 

Interest in the prevention of children‘s accidents expanded rapidly. By March 

1955, 15 Swedish organizations had joined the committee that worked for the 

prevention of children‘s accidents. Margit Levinson suggested that the question 

of prevention of children‘s accidents should be brought up internationally.
284
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This activity as well was performed in conjunction with Swedish authorities and 

with other nationwide organizations, and as it seems, also with Swedish doctors.  

Next we will take a closer look at one of the activities, sponsorship of chil-

dren, which began during the early part of the war. This activity created debates 

between Rädda Barnen and its international union, UISE. What this discussion 

was about will be accounted for below.  

Sponsorship of children and the idea of an international chain of relief 

As mentioned previously in the study, requests for Rädda Barnen to participate in 

the international relief work that UISE undertook were forwarded during the war. 

One such call for involvement was forwarded from the union in December 1940. 

The union wanted Rädda Barnen to participate in an international appeal for 

children. The aim was to care for approximately 500,000 children who were suf-

fering from the war. Each UISE member branch was to care for a ―larger number 

of children‖. Rädda Barnen declined participation. In its reply to this request 

from UISE, Rädda Barnen stated that it did not have sufficient funds to partici-

pate. Another reason stated was the ―Swedish authorities‘ attitude towards collec-

tions for foreign relief‖.
285

As we have seen earlier in the study, Swedish authori-

ties were reluctant to participate in international issues during the war owing to 

the decision to remain neutral. Rädda Barnen appears to have complied with the 

Swedish Government‘s policy in this regard. 

However, Rädda Barnen was a member of UISE and because of this, the or-

ganization was obliged to comply to the international union‘s statutes as well, 

one of which was to help as many children in as many places as possible. At this 

time, sponsorships for children in Europe could be and were distributed via 

UISE.  If Rädda Barnen were to make contributions to UISE, to distribute for 

sponsorships, it could both contribute to the international chain of relief and 

comply with the Swedish Government‘s policies.  

Membership in UISE clearly created a dilemma that the organization was aware 

of.  One sign of this was that Rädda Barnen decided to investigate whether or not 

the sponsoring of Finnish children could be seen as a contribution to the interna-

tional chain of relief.
286

 As we can see here, the request from UISE put the Swed-

                                                 

 
285

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes  16th of December 1940 
286

 Ibidem 



140 

 

 

ish organization in a problematic position. On the one hand, the organization 

wanted to comply with Swedish authorities. On the other hand, membership in 

the international union required that Rädda Barnen participate in UISE‘s work. 

This was not the only dilemma that surfaced for Rädda Barnen in its interactions 

with UISE. The union did not only want Rädda Barnen to support foreign chil-

dren, it also wanted Swedish children to be part of this international chain of re-

lief. This issue emerged in 1941 and created another debate between UISE and 

Rädda Barnen. 

Swedish children – exempted from the international chain of relief? 

As stated above, Rädda Barnen declined participation in the international appeal 

for children in 1940, referring to the Swedish Government‘s policies in the mat-

ter. UISE did not give up its attempts to make the Swedish branch part of the in-

ternational relief work, however. In 1941, the international union made a sugges-

tion that would enable Rädda Barnen to participate in international relief work. 

The suggestion was that Rädda Barnen should sponsor 20 children of different 

nationalities and, in return, the union would find sponsors from other countries 

for 20 Swedish children. Rädda Barnen declined the offer of sponsorship for 

Swedish children, referring to the fact that Sweden was in an ―exceptional posi-

tion‖. Instead of passing on information about Swedish children, the organization 

decided to suggest 10 Norwegian and 10 Finnish children who could be sup-

ported by international sponsors. Rädda Barnen decided to try to find sponsors 

for 20 children from foreign nations other than Norway and Finland, but this 

does not seem to have been realized at this time. In June, the request from UISE 

was repeated, and Rädda Barnen was yet again encouraged to sponsor 20 chil-

dren from non-Nordic countries, this time from France. In return, the interna-

tional union would sponsor 20 Swedish children. Rädda Barnen once again de-

clined this offer, and information about 20 Norwegian children was forwarded 

instead.
287

 As we can see here, Rädda Barnen was reluctant to be part of this in-

ternational chain of relief. The organization was especially adamant about not 

receiving sponsorship for Swedish children from international donors. 
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Requests were forwarded from UISE to Rädda Barnen for participation in inter-

national relief work during the summer and autumn of 1941. One request was 

that Sweden should create a safe haven for children from war-ravaged countries, 

and that children from Belgium should be invited. We will look at this in more 

detail when we discuss child transportations, but because Rädda Barnen‘s re-

sponse concerns sponsorships for children, this will be mentioned here as well.  

This request from the international union was declined, and in its reply Rädda 

Barnen stated the reasons for this. 

During the discussion, the inappropriateness of relocating children from 

foreign countries to Sweden was emphasized. The uncertain political situa-

tion and possible acts of warfare render it impossible for us to undertake 

obligations of this size, at least for the time being. It was also emphasized 

that Rädda Barnen, through its action to obtain sponsorships for children, 

had contributed considerably towards UISE‘s planned relief action for 

500,000 children. Rädda Barnen had also promised to find sponsors for at 

least 20 French children.
288

 

Rädda Barnen argued that it had contributed to international relief efforts via the 

sponsorships for children in the Nordic countries. As we can see here, it was also 

considered unsuitable for children to be taken away from their own environment, 

and Rädda Barnen did not have the capacity to deal with such an action, at this 

time.  Rädda Barnen was adamant about wanting the sponsorship actions for 

children in the Nordic countries to be counted as a contribution to UISE‘s inter-

national relief actions. Rädda Barnen decided to reply to UISE that it was not 

possible for the organization to shoulder any greater tasks than the organization 

was already working with at the time.
289

 

During the autumn of 1941, Rädda Barnen changed slightly in this matter. 

Within the organization, it was decided that the question of obtaining information 

about Belgian children would be posed to UISE. If guarantees that the sponsor-

ships would actually reach the children were given by UISE, it was possible that 

―a smaller number of children‖ could receive sponsorship from Rädda Barnen.  

The Swedish organization also decided to request information from UISE about 
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another 300 French children to sponsor.
290

 In the matter of Swedish children re-

ceiving sponsorship from sponsors other than Swedish ones, there was no 

change. Swedish children would continue to receive sponsorship from Swedish 

donors.  

In 1941, approximately 2000 children obtained sponsorships in Sweden. The 

same year, 1800 Norwegian children received sponsorships and in Finland the 

number of children receiving sponsorships this year was 6500. During 1942, the 

number of children receiving sponsorship in Norway increased to 2800 and in 

Finland to 12000. The number of sponsored children in Holland, France and Bel-

gium, in June 1942, was 1000 altogether.
291

 As we can we see here, the number 

of children who received sponsorship in Finland in particular greatly exceeded 

the numbers in other countries. We shall return to Finland later in the text, but 

first look in more detail at the sponsorships of Norwegian children.  

According to Rädda Barnen, sponsoring children in Norway was a great suc-

cess, and this encouraged the Norwegians to start a similar action under their 

own auspices. Rädda Barnen had co-operated with Nasjonalhjelpen‘s Swedish 

committee in carrying this out.
292

  However, complications surfaced in relation to 

Swedish support to Norway. Money intended for sponsoring children in Norway 

was consolidated for while, until an independent donor committee was estab-

lished. The purpose of the committee was to make sure that the Swedish contri-

butions were distributed after ―unchanged principles‖ and that no consideration 

was given to politics.
293

 It is not evident what this actually meant, but it seems to 

have been considered necessary to stop the contributions from being paid out and 

to establish a committee to investigate the matter. The number of children receiv-

ing sponsorships in Norway decreased somewhat during 1941. According to 

Rädda Barnen, the reason for this was that the Swedish general public was 

somewhat hesitant about donating, considering the situation in Norway.
294

 The 

circumstances in Norway did indeed change, as by this time the country was oc-

cupied by the Germans and it is possible that Swedes were worried about 

whether their contributions would reach the intended recipients.  
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However, the sponsorship of Norwegian children continued and increased. In 

1943, 7300 children in Norway received sponsorship.
295

 It is of course impossi-

ble to know with any certainty whether these contributions actually reached the 

children who were in most need, but it seems that it was possible to reach some 

children despite the political situation.  

    In April 1942, approximately 15,000 Nordic children received support in 

the form of sponsorships. The bulk of the children were Finnish, followed by 

Norwegian and Swedish. French, Dutch and Belgian children received sponsor-

ship as well, and altogether they amounted to approximately 1000.
296

 As we have 

seen earlier, the Swedish organization did state that it was obliged to comply 

with Swedish authorities‘ standpoints regarding participation in international re-

lief work. Membership in UISE created a dilemma, however, as it meant that 

Rädda Barnen was also obliged to participate in the union‘s relief actions. The 

Swedish organization tried to solve this problem by requesting that the sponsor-

ship for Finnish children be counted as a part of UISE‘s international relief ac-

tions.  

In 1941, a decision was made by Rädda Barnen that the organization would 

try to ensure that all sponsorships for Finnish children were given under the aus-

pices of Rädda Barnen, in Sweden.  It was also decided, within the board, that 

these actions were to be counted as part of UISE‘s worldwide appeal for chil-

dren.
297

 Sponsorship to Finnish children was to be considered part of the interna-

tional chain of relief, and Rädda Barnen evidently did not find any further dis-

cussion in this matter necessary. 

In comparison to Sweden, Finland and Norway, sponsorships for Danish chil-

dren started late and on a much smaller scale than those to other Nordic coun-

tries. Four hundred children received sponsorships in 1944. It was apparently 

easier to gain access to Norway, even though both countries were under occupa-

tion at this time. From 1945 onwards, interest in sponsoring children decreased. 

The sponsorship of Danish children was short-lived, and liquidated altogether in 

1944. In 1945, there were more requests to obtain sponsorships for Swedish and 

Finnish children than there were people willing to donate. Sponsorship to non-

Nordic children had been extended to Hungarian children and Polish children in 
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Hungary too, but it was still fairly modest. In 1945, approximately 2.2 million 

Swedish Crowns was allocated to sponsoring Finnish children, 1.6 million Swed-

ish Crowns to Norwegian children, and 650,000 Swedish Crowns to Swedish 

children. Approximately 255,000 Swedish Crowns, was paid out to non-Nordic 

children altogether.
298

 As we can see here, sponsorship to non-Nordic children 

had increased, but the difference to the number of Nordic children being spon-

sored was still vast. 

Sponsorship to non-Nordic children did expand during 1946, and Italian, 

Czechoslovakian and Austrian children also received this kind of contribution. 

The number of children receiving this kind of relief was modest, however. Alto-

gether, they amounted to 625 children.
299

 In 1946, it was difficult to obtain spon-

sors for Swedish children. Rädda Barnen considered disseminating any publicity 

for Swedish children was ill timed, because a proposition to introduce the child 

benefit was under preparation in the Swedish Parliament. In the organization‘s 

Minutes, it is also highlighted that sponsorship had been considered unfair and 

could damage Rädda Barnen‘s general activities.
300

 No further explanation is 

given for why or by whom this kind of activity was considered unfair. The 

money left over from the sponsorship was consolidated and thereafter transferred 

to ―individual one-off help‖, which replaced sponsorships in Sweden.
301

 

As also mentioned previously, in Denmark the distribution of sponsorship was 

discontinued already in 1944, in Norway and Sweden in 1947. In Norway, the 

remaining funds for sponsorships were handed over to Nasjonalhjelpen and the 

Norwegian branch of the Save the Children Fund, Redd Barna. In relation to 

Finland, there was still an interest in continuing to sponsor children. Even though 

this activity had declined, in 1948 7000 children were still receiving contribu-

tions from Sweden. The sponsoring of children in non-Nordic countries contin-

ued but declined. In 1948, approximately 3000 children received sponsorship; in 

1952 this had decreased to 800. The children receiving sponsorships at this time 

were from Germany, Austria and Italy. Only the occasional Dutch and French 

child still received this kind of contribution at this time. In Finland the activity 

had declined too, but there were still 2800 children receiving sponsorship in 

1952. During the following years, this way of distributing relief declined in 
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Finland as well, and in 1956 there were approximately 700 children receiving 

sponsorship. Italian and Austrian children also still received sponsorship at this 

time. In Austria, the number increased from 500 in 1954 to 3000 in 1956. In 

West Germany 400 children were still sponsored children and most of these were 

from Berlin.
302

 

Concluding discussion 

During this time, Swedish welfare was developing and the Swedish Government 

was taking measures to build a welfare system and increase the standard of living 

in the country. Free healthcare, unemployment benefits and child benefits were 

some of the measures introduced within this scheme. The Government could not 

address all areas of need, and it was here Rädda Barnen identified a vacuum that 

it could fill and within which it would come to play an important role. The or-

ganization‘s relief work within the country was often performed in close liaison 

with different Swedish authorities. A mutual dependency seems to have existed 

between Swedish authorities and Rädda Barnen, which for instance becomes 

visible during the distribution of individual one-off help. Swedish authorities 

helped to find children in need, Rädda Barnen provided the funds, and the deci-

sion about which child or family should obtain contributions was made jointly, 

though Rädda Barnen had the final say. The people at Rädda Barnen were also 

delegated the task of preparing the country for the post war period and seem to 

have been considered experts in this field. Rädda Barnen had evidently managed 

to gain an important position within the country. One further example of this is 

when the Government overruled one of own its own bodies, the Board of Civil 

Defence, when identity discs were introduced. As has been demonstrated, 

through its close liaison with Swedish authorities in carrying out different relief 

activities, Rädda Barnen managed to fortify its position and define aspects of the 

system of welfare provisions. 

    As mentioned earlier, the Swedish organization was reluctant to comply 

with UISE‘s requests that it participate in international relief actions. Rädda Ba-

rnen was adamant in that the sponsorship of Finnish children was part of the in-

ternational appeal for children. UISE‘s requests seem to have put Rädda Barnen 
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in a difficult position. The Swedish organization was a member of the interna-

tional union, and had been from the very beginning. This membership obliged 

the organization to participate in UISE‘s work too, but as we can see in this chap-

ter, the union‘s requests were met with reluctance. One of UISE‘s guidelines was 

to help as many children in as many places as possible, and for member branches 

to be part of the international chain of relief. Rädda Barnen was obviously aware 

of this, but was still reluctant to participate, and clearly prioritised to comply 

with the Swedish Government‘s non-participation policy instead. One request 

forwarded to Rädda Barnen from UISE was that Sweden should create a safe ha-

ven for children, and a suggestion that Belgian children should be invited was 

also put forward. Rädda Barnen replied that it was not possible at the time, and 

that it was also inappropriate to relocate children from other countries. In the 

next chapter, however, which deals with child transports, we will see how Rädda 

Barnen changed its standpoint in this matter, at least in some cases. 
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Chapter VII 

Child transports 

Introduction 

Using child transports as a child-saving action was by no means a new way of 

supporting children during the time of WWII. This method was used by authori-

ties and philanthropic organizations before and around the time of WWI. The 

reasons were multiple: it was used a way to provide relief to children in emer-

gencies and a way to enable children in need to recuperate physically. Another 

reason was to bring children into a family whose political influence was consid-

ered better for the child, which in turn was considered to be a way to protect so-

ciety. The reasons for moving children varied, depending on the circum-

stances.
303

 During and after WWII, the reasons for transporting children were 

also mixed, but one reason that persisted was to enable children to recuperate 

physically.  

Getting involved in child transports, made it possible for Rädda Barnen to en-

hance its position in Sweden. In this context it is of equal importance that it indi-

cated which position in the international aid system Rädda Barnen wanted to ob-

tain and what values it was founded in. The Swedish authorities eventually allo-

cated Rädda Barnen the task of functioning as a government agency in issues 

concerning child transports. This position meant that the organization was put in 
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charge of selecting the children who would be allowed entry to the country. How, 

then, did the organization draw up the boundaries for which children would be 

chosen for transports to Sweden? How did this delimitation affect the choice of 

which children were to be selected? 

This chapter will begin with a brief account of what knowledge was available 

during this period of time about the effects of separating children from their par-

ents. Against that background, we will take a closer look at the child transports, 

both transports supported by Rädda Barnen and those arranged by the organiza-

tion.  

During WWII, Rädda Barnen does not appear to have organized child trans-

ports under its own patronage, but it did support a smaller transport of Jewish 

children and was also involved in the transportation of Finnish children. Towards 

the end of the war, and after the armistice, Rädda Barnen began organizing trans-

ports under its own patronage. Which children were selected and why will be 

discussed. One type of transport was different from prior transports, the ones 

concerned so-called displaced children – stateless children from camps situated 

in the American and British zones in Germany and these created special prob-

lems. First, we will begin by taking a look at what knowledge was available 

about the effects of separating children from their parents.  

Children separated from their parents 

 In 1943, British psychologists Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham published 

their study War and Children.
304

 One conclusion of their study, in brief, is that, 

from a psychological perspective, children are more damaged by being separated 

from their parents than they are from the effects of war.  

The war acquires comparatively little significance for children so long as it 

only threatens their lives, disturbs their material comfort or cuts their food 

rations. It becomes enormously significant the moment it breaks up family 

life and uproots the first emotional attachments of the child within the fam-

ily group. London children, therefore, were on the whole much less upset 

by bombing than by evacuation to the country as a protection against it.
 305
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In Sweden, this study gained Alva Myrdal‘s attention, and in one of the Swedish 

newspapers, she comments on it in a couple articles. She was nuanced in her cri-

tique, but pointed out that evaluation of the effects of child transports ought to be 

made. Alva Myrdal also pointed out that the English psychologist‘s study 

showed that children separated from their families were more damaged from a 

psychological perspective than those that remained with their families, in spite of 

the war.  

Maybe we can better understand if we try. Firstly, the whole pattern of rou-

tines is broken in the children‘s lives by the evacuation. They have to ad-

just to completely new rules, everything and all the people around them re-

act in a way that is strange to them, and they do not know how to handle 

life.
306 

In the same articles she also noted that no evaluations had been performed re-

garding the Finnish children.
307

 

Any negative effects of separating children from their parents were not a prob-

lem that Rädda Barnen had come across in their work with child transports. On 

the contrary, the children regained both their physical and mental health during 

their stay in Sweden.
308

 When the transported children arrived in Sweden, they 

were kept in quarantine and afterwards placed in Swedish foster homes. Some of 

the children who were difficult to handle were kept in children‘s homes estab-

lished by Rädda Barnen.
 
 In Rädda Barnen‘s annual report from 1946, it is 

pointed out how easily the children adapted to the new environment. 

The little foreign guests have adjusted very well to the new conditions, and 

the diet, language and other changes have not had any particular effects, or 

affected the children. On the contrary, the children have gained weight and 

largely regained their mental health.
309
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 As we have seen, studies of children‘s reactions to being separated from their 

parents and their own environment were being performed during the war. Some 

attention was given to them, for instance by Alva Myrdal, but this does not ap-

pear to have had any particular impact on Rädda Barnen. On the contrary, the 

child transports continued after the armistice as well.  

In June 1951, IUCW contacted Rädda Barnen asking for information on how 

the children who had been transported during the war had acclimatized them-

selves in Sweden, from both a psychological and a social perspective. The 

evaluation was to be performed in conjunction with the UN, and it concerned 

both children who had been evacuated alone and children who had been evacu-

ated with their families. IUCW wanted, for instance, the transportation of the 

Finnish children to be included in this study. The international union also wanted 

to obtain information from people who had worked with the transports, and to 

examine any reports or studies concerning these children that had been under-

taken in Sweden. The purpose was to obtain knowledge and make use of the ex-

perience that had been gained. Rädda Barnen replied to this request in March 

1952, saying that the organization did not feel it had the time or resources to per-

form this task.
310

 

Research on child separation was being performed more extensively by this 

time. In 1951, John Bowlby visited several countries in Europe to gather data for 

the research he was conducting in this field. This resulted in a report that was 

published in 1951, the same year IUCW made its request to Rädda Barnen for 

information on evacuated children‘s reactions. It is possible that this report trig-

gered IUCW‘s interest in this matter, but as demonstrated, Rädda Barnen‘s re-

sponse was a reluctant one. One explanation for this could be that John Bowlby‘s 

own findings and report were received with reluctance and critique in Sweden. 

Researcher of Child Studies, Karin Zetterqvist Nelson has shown that it was not 

until the eighties that John Bowlby‘s findings were received in a non-critical 

way.
311

 It is of course possible that Rädda Barnen had taken the same position as 

Swedish psychologists and paediatricians who criticized John Bowlby, and that 
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the organization for this reason did not consider IUCW‘s request to be important. 

Let us now return to the outset of the war and look at the discussions that 

emerged surrounding the transportation of Jewish and Finnish children.  

Child transports – which child is to be saved?  

Within the time frame of this study, the first account of Rädda Barnen being in-

volved in any way in transporting children comes from January 1940. The 

Jugend-Aliyah Committee sought funds to transport 10 Jewish children from Po-

land to Palestine. Rädda Barnen decided to allocate 1000 Swedish Crowns to the 

mission.
312

 However, this seems to have been a one-off event. No other record of 

support for transportation of Jewish children can be found in the material cover-

ing this time period. On the contrary, the request forwarded at the end of the war 

and after the armistice was declined. In 1945, such a request that ―originated 

from Austrian circles‖
313

 was forwarded to Rädda Barnen. The Austrians wanted 

Rädda Barnen to transport and care for 900 children whose parents had been in 

held in concentration camps and had been pursued because of their race. Rädda 

Barnen referred the request to the Swedish Committee for International Relief. 

Margit Levinson was, as mentioned earlier in this study, a member of the board 

within this government committee. The government committee declined the re-

quest. The explanation given in Rädda Barnen‘s Minutes is that relief could be 

provided more efficiently in Austria.
314

 In 1946, the Stockholm committee of 

Youth-Aliyah approached Rädda Barnen asking for financial support to transport 

Jewish children to Palestine. This request was also denied.
315

 

In 1947, the administrative committee of the Jewish World Congress ap-

proached Rädda Barnen to obtain support to transport Jewish children from the 

East to the West. The children‘s situation was difficult, and the fear of pogroms 

was great. Rädda Barnen‘s vice-chairman, Lisa Lind, declined this request. The 

reason stated was that this might be considered to be a political action, which 

was against the organization‘s principle standpoints. 
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This matter, explained Mrs. Lind, lay outside Rädda Barnen‘s possibilities 

to act, as the organization was non-political and transferring children from 

East to West certainly entailed a political aspect.
316

 

It is unclear what the political aspect of supporting the transportation of these 

children was. As we have seen in the previous chapter whilst discussing sponsor-

ship to Norwegian children, Rädda Barnen stated that children should not be af-

fected by politics. As pointed out earlier, transports of Finnish children was sup-

ported by the organization. 

    As we also have seen previously in regard to sponsorships, Rädda Barnen 

prioritized the Nordic countries, especially Finland. In fact, this task took up so 

much of Rädda Barnen‘s time and resources that, for this reason, it felt unable to 

participate in requests to support international relief efforts, which was forwarded 

by its international union, UISE.  A decision to not participate in these relief ef-

forts was taken during the same meeting in 1940 in which funds were granted for 

the transportation of 10 Jewish children from Poland to Palestine.
317

 Finland was 

not only given priority with regard to sponsorships, but the country also appears 

to have been given priority in most of the Swedish relief efforts, at this time. The 

prelude to this was a problematical political issue. 

During the winter of 1939-1940, war had broken out in Finland. The question 

of how the Swedish Government should deal with the matter of supporting 

Finland was complicated. The Swedish Government had decided not to give 

military support to Finland, and when the League of Nations condemned the 

Russian attack on Finland, Sweden reserved itself. The reason was that it wished 

to maintain Swedish neutrality. The Swedish Government also rejected a request 

from the Allies to cross over the north of Sweden to support the Finnish people. 

The Swedish Government, however, did promise to give humanitarian and mate-

rial help.
318

 For this reason, the Government established a committee, Central 

Aid to Finland, of which Margit Levinson became a member.
319
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 One of the actions organized by this committee was the transportation of Finnish 

children to Sweden. At the outset, Finnish children were sent to Sweden to stay 

the summer, but eventually they were brought over for longer periods of time. 

Some children stayed for the entire duration of the war, and some would never 

return to their families in Finland. The information on whether there actually was 

a desire in Finland to transport Finnish children to Sweden is contradictory. Dur-

ing a board meeting at Rädda Barnen in February 1941, Margit Levinson pointed 

out that, thus far, Finnish authorities had declined invitations to send children to 

Sweden.  However, at the same meeting, she did point out that, in a letter from 

Minister Jarl Axel Wasastjerna, a wish to have undernourished Finnish children 

transported to Sweden for shorter periods could be detected.
320

 The chairman of 

the Town Council of Stockholm put forward a request to Rädda Barnen, asking 

whether the organization was willing to participate in relief actions for Finnish, 

Norwegian and Swedish children. Margit Levinson agreed to participate in this 

action, on behalf of Rädda Barnen. The board of Rädda Barnen approved, and a 

decision was taken to participate in actions for the benefit of Finnish and Norwe-

gian children who were to be evacuated to Sweden.
321

 The Finnish perspective on 

the matter of transporting children to Sweden was highlighted during a meeting 

at the working committee of Central Aid to Finland, in which Margit Levinson 

participated. As far as they were concerned, as regards being able to support the 

children, transports to Sweden made no difference.   

The meeting was opened by Governor Nothin, who reported that the meet-

ing had been initiated by Director Göransson‘s visit to him, concerning 

plans to transport Finnish children here during the summer, and the Gover-

nor reported that, from the Finnish perspective, it did not matter as regards 

maintaining them and primarily undernourished children would be brought 

here. However, they would receive an invitation from Sweden with grati-

tude should the transports help strengthen the relations between Finland 

and Sweden. Rädda Barnen ought to have been most suitable to deal with 
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such a task, but difficulties surfaced for the organization owing to the 

workload associated with sponsorships. 
322

 

From the Finnish perspective, transporting Finnish children to Sweden was of 

little consequence, but they were still willing to support this action if it helped 

strengthen the relationship between the countries. Another member of the board, 

Dr Beskow, also argued that transporting Finnish children to Sweden was advan-

tageous. 

Dr Beskow thought that this planned activity would both have a material 

effect and enable Sweden and Finland to strengthen and create new bonds. 

Forces within several youth organizations were working towards this 

goal.
323

 

Child transports from Finland were carried out, and approximately 70,000 Fin-

nish children were moved to Sweden during the war. At this time, Rädda Barnen 

was not able to run such an action on its own, owing to the large campaign of 

sponsorship for Finnish children. The organization did support the action, how-

ever, and Minutes from March 1942 state that it was Rädda Barnen that had initi-

ated the transportation of Finnish children to Sweden.
324

 

    Two Rädda Barnen representatives were active in the working committee of 

Central Aid to Finland. Apart from Margit Levinson, journalist and author Anna-

Lena Elgström, who had a seat on the board of Rädda Barnen, was also a mem-

ber. The committee was chaired by the Swedish Prince Wilhelm, and the position 

of vice-chairman was held by the wife of the current foreign minister, Maja 
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Sandler.
325

 According to Margit Levinson, there was also an interest in receiving 

Norwegian children in Swedish homes.
326

 This was apparently not put into effect 

until the end of the war, but in 1945, approximately 6,000 Norwegian children 

were transported to Sweden.
327

 

Even if the intention was to not let politics impinge on children in relation to 

decisions on relief actions, the two cases accounted for above point in a different 

direction. As far as Jewish children were concerned, their lives were in direct 

danger both during the war and in 1947. When the request to transport Jewish 

children from the East to the West was made to Rädda Barnen this was, as we 

have seen out earlier, declined by Rädda Barnen.  

    Regarding the Finnish children, the circumstances were different, and as has 

been shown, during the meeting at Central Aid to Finland, the Finnish authorities 

pointed out that they did not think it was necessary to transport children to Swe-

den at that time. However, they were still willing to go ahead with it if it helped 

strengthen relations between the two countries. At the time, Finland lived under 

the threat of another attack from Russia, and the country needed Swedish support 

and was anxious to strengthen its relationship with Sweden.  Evidently, a hope 

existed in Finland that if the Finnish authorities complied with the request to 

transport Finnish children to Sweden, this would strengthen the relationship be-

tween the two countries.  

One reason why Rädda Barnen was involved in the action for Finnish children 

may be that it was the Swedish Government that established the committee for 

Finland, of which Margit Levinson became a member.
328

 As we have seen be-

fore, Rädda Barnen was eager to act in accordance with the Swedish Govern-

ment‘s guidelines concerning participation in international relief actions. Finnish 

children appear to have been used as a political tool in this case. Other requests 

to transport children to Sweden during the war were forwarded as well. How 

these were received will be discussed below.  For instance, such requests were 

put forward concerning children from Belgium and Poland. 

 

                                                 

 
325

 Swedish National Archives, Hjälpkommittén för Finlands barn, Huvudarkivet. A II:2, Redogörelse för 

Centrala Finlandshjälpens verksamhet. 
326

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes 6th of February 1941 
327

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Board of Directors report 1945 
328

 Swedish National Archives, Hjälpkommittén för Finlands barn, Huvudarkivet. AII:2. Redogörelse för 

Finlandshjälpens verksamhet. (‖Centrala Finlandshjälpens arbete förstatligades genom att Kungl. Maj:t i 

konselj den 22 december 1939 tillsatte en kommitté… […].) 



156 

 

 

 Sweden – a safe haven for children from countries at war? 

A few months after the decision to support transportation of Finnish children to 

Sweden, Rädda Barnen‘s international union forwarded a request for help to the 

Swedish branch. As we have seen in the previous chapter, UISE wanted Rädda 

Barnen to create a safe haven in Sweden for children from war-faring countries. 

For instance, the international union wanted the Swedish organization to invite 

Belgian children to this safe haven. As stated previously, Rädda Barnen declined, 

the reason partly being that the organization thought it unsuitable to relocate 

children from their own environments.
329

 Another reason for denying the interna-

tional union‘s request was that Rädda Barnen considered the matter to be a post-

war question. This, however, depended on what the Swedish Government‘s atti-

tude towards the matter was going to be. It was also stated that Rädda Barnen 

could very well represent the Swedish Government in the execution of this ac-

tion, but at the time, in June 1941, this was not on the agenda.
330

 This statement 

from Rädda Barnen is, as we can see, contradictory to the reasoning surrounding 

the transports of Finnish children, where there was no talk about the unsuitability 

of removing children from their own environment. 

    Rädda Barnen was not completely unaffected by the union‘s requests, how-

ever. In September 1942, a decision was taken by the board of Rädda Barnen to 

investigate the possibility of directing relief to children outside the Nordic coun-

tries. The organization did not think it suitable to distribute any propaganda on 

this, however.
331

 A couple months later, one of the board members, Marika 

Stiernstedt, suggested that Rädda Barnen should support the transportation of 

Jewish children from Poland to Palestine. No action appears to have been taken 

in this matter at this time.
 
 During the same meeting, the chairman pointed out 

that the need for relief in Europe was growing every day. It was decided that a 

committee should be established to investigate the possibilities of providing re-

lief for non-Nordic countries.
332

 The matter of providing relief for children out-

side the Nordic countries was apparently difficult for the organization to deal 

with. As we have seen, an awareness of the situation in Europe and or the need 

for relief for children did exist. However, Rädda Barnen most often chose to 
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comply with the Swedish Government‘s guidelines on not partaking in interna-

tional relief work. Exceptions were made, as we have seen, but these were mod-

est in comparison to what was provided to other Nordic countries. A possibility 

to provide relief via UISE existed. As we have seen, the union did forward re-

quests for Rädda Barnen to participate, but these were met with reluctance. 

During 1943, no discussions about child transports are found, and the ambiva-

lence as to whether or not to support children in Europe was still present. This 

ambivalence appears to have been especially difficult with regard to Jewish chil-

dren. A decision was taken that a collection of funds for European children that 

had already been made should include Nordic and Jewish children as well. At the 

same time, it was pointed out that caution should be taken in distributing propa-

ganda about European children, especially Jewish children. This had been under-

lined by the Red Cross as well.
333

 In January 1944, a principle standpoint was 

taken by Rädda Barnen. The organization would be stressing its relief work in 

the Nordic countries.
334

 

    In May 1944, another request to bring Polish children to Sweden was for-

warded from the Americans to Rädda Barnen. The request was that 1000-2000 

children be transported from Poland to Sweden under the auspices of Rädda Ba-

rnen. The Swedish organization did not think this would be possible at the time. 

Rädda Barnen did want the funds for this action to be transferred to the organiza-

tion, however, so that, whenever possible, it could be carried out.
335

 Even if the 

organization was still hesitant, the request to support Polish children was not 

completely rejected. During 1944 and 1945, a change in the organization‘s atti-

tude towards participating in relief work in Europe can be noted. As stated be-

fore, one explanation for Rädda Barnen‘s changing attitude is probably that, dur-

ing the spring of 1944, the Swedish Government began taking an interest in in-

ternational relief work, and as mentioned before, established the Swedish Com-

mittee for International Relief. The government committee did ask for Rädda Ba-

rnen‘s opinion on some issues concerning children, already at the outset of its 

work. As we have seen, one such issue concerned Polish children. 

In November 1944, the Swedish Committee for International Relief wanted 

Rädda Barnen‘s opinion on transferring Polish children to Sweden. Rädda Ba-

rnen replied that it was most suitable for the children to remain in their own envi-
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ronment. Instead of transporting them to Sweden, funds could be made available 

to establish a children‘s village in Poland.
336

 In March 1945, the question of 

bringing Polish children to Sweden was brought up yet again. An investigation 

had been conducted concerning the possibility of transporting these children to 

Sweden. The idea was that they would spend the summer in Swedish children‘s 

homes and summer camps. The investigation was carried out by Rädda Barnen 

and the results were submitted to the Swedish Committee for International Re-

lief. Rädda Barnen did not think the government committee would carry this out, 

as the costs were too high.
337

 As has been shown, the argument that it was un-

suitable to move children from their own environment was brought up on both 

occasions. Transporting them to Sweden was also considered to be too costly. 

Evidently, Nordic children were still given priority. Geographically, the distance 

from Sweden to Poland is not longer than that to Finland, and it is not likely that 

the cost of transportation would have differed considerably. Although a few Fin-

nish children may have been able to speak Swedish, the majority did not, thus 

acclimatizing to Sweden ought to have been equally difficult or easy for Polish 

and Finnish children. 

More requests to bring children to Sweden were put forward.  One such re-

quest concerned Baltic children and was made by Baltischer Humanisten Ver-

band to Rädda Barnen. This time, Rädda Barnen referred the matter to the Swed-

ish Aliens Committee.
338

 The organization did not want to make a decision on 

the matter, until the Committee had made a statement.
339

 No reply from the 

Aliens Committee appears to have come, but after consulting the Swedish For-

eign Office, a decision to try to support an action to bring Baltic children to Swe-

den was taken. The purpose was to try to reunite the children with their par-

ents.
340

  

Bringing Polish children to Sweden was considered too expensive, and relo-

cating them was also considered inappropriate. Other children, however, were 

brought to Sweden in 1945. By this time, Rädda Barnen had changed its mind 

about the children from Belgium, and in 1945, Belgian children were brought to 

Sweden.  Dutch, French and Norwegian children were also brought to Sweden 

this year. All in all, approximately 6,000 children were brought to Sweden by 
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Rädda Barnen in 1945. Rädda Barnen also stated that the organization was pre-

pared to support the transportation of 100,000 Danish children.
341

 This action 

was never carried out, however.   

In October 1945, another request regarding Polish children was forwarded to 

Rädda Barnen. This time, the wish expressed was to bring 5,000 Polish children 

to Sweden. Yet again, Rädda Barnen referred the matter to the Swedish Commit-

tee for International Relief. This time, the reason for referring the matter to the 

government committee was that the children would not be staying in private 

homes, which was considered the most suitable arrangement.
342

 There is no re-

cord of any Polish children having been brought to Sweden, but the organization 

noted in its Minutes that 80,000 Swedish Crowns had been reserved for a chil-

dren‘s home for Jewish children in Poland.
343

 It is unclear whether the money 

specifically went to Jewish children in Poland or not. However, Rädda Barnen 

was apparently willing to help children from Poland at this time, but not by 

bringing them to Sweden. 

In 1946, the transportation of children was extended to Czechoslovakian chil-

dren too, and approximately 300 were brought to Sweden.
344

 A request to bring 

children whose parents had been kept in concentration camps was again for-

warded to Rädda Barnen in 1946. This time the request was forwarded from Dr 

Bruno Kreisky.
345

 The Allies had given their permission to use the trains running 

via Vienna-Prague and Copenhagen to transport the children.
346

 No records have 

been found indicating that this transport was carried out by Rädda Barnen. 

In April 1946, a suggestion to transport Hungarian children to Sweden was 

declined. As in the case of Polish children and Jewish children from Austria, 

Rädda Barnen argued that these children were best helped in their own coun-

tries.
347

 In the case of Hungary, it was decided that dispensation of food was 

most appropriate.  As stated previously, it was considered too expensive to bring 

Polish children to Sweden, but at the same time 80,000 Swedish Crowns had 

been reserved to build a children‘s home in Poland. Transporting the 900 chil-

dren suggested by Dr Bruno Kreisky seems to have been possible, and with no 

                                                 

 
341

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes 17th of April 1945 
342

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes 30th of October 1945 
343

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes 23
rd

 of January 1946 
344

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Board of Directors report 1946 
345

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes, 12th of March 1946 
346

 Ibidem 
347

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes, 9th of April 1946 



160 

 

 

cost for the actual transportation. As we can see in this section, no uniform policy 

seems to have existed in relation to the child transports. In 1946, the need to try 

to set up rules for child transports was recognized. 

New guidelines for child transports – the same principles for all children? 

At the same time as it was decided that the Hungarian children were best helped 

in their own country, in April 1946, the vice-chairman of Rädda Barnen stated 

that new guidelines had been stipulated for child transportations. Rädda Barnen 

and the Swedish Committee for International Relief were to jointly invite 2000 

children to stay in Sweden for a period of 6 months. 1000 French children, 500 

Dutch children, 300 Czechoslovakian children, 100 Belgian children and 100 

children in reserve would be invited to Sweden.
348

 One problem surfaced while 

this was being carried out, which was the realization that there were not enough 

foster homes to receive all the children. In June 1946, Rädda Barnen decided to 

intensify publicity for Dutch and French children so as to find families for them 

to stay with.
349

 At this time, Rädda Barnen also decided to support a transport to 

Paraguay of children whose parents had died of ―the effects of the war‖. The 

children were between 6 and 8 years of age and were to be boarded in a village in 

Paraguay until the age of 17. When this was discussed, Rädda Barnen pointed 

out that no consideration of nationality would be taken.
350

  

It is stated in Rädda Barnen‘s Minutes from September 1946 that the organiza-

tion was informed of the Jewish children‘s ―horrendous suffering‖ by a Jewish 

representative. The hope of obtaining Rädda Barnen‘s support for these children 

was expressed. 

Mr. Wallenborg had obtained horrendous accounts of the Jewish children‘s 

sufferings from a Jewish representative. This representative had expressed 

the hope that the work being done for Jewish children would be supported 

by the organization.
351
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However, even in 1947, there seems to have been no clarity as to whether or not 

the organization was going to support Jewish children. As stated previously, the 

vice-chairman of Rädda Barnen denied requests forwarded in early 1947 for sup-

port transports for Jewish children from the East to the West. During the same 

month, February 1947, the organization did decide to support another Swedish 

organization, Peace and Freedom,
352

 in its efforts to get Swedish ministers to al-

low homeless Jewish people to settle in Sweden. It was stated that Rädda Barnen 

was prepared to support actions to bring Jewish children to Sweden.
353

 A couple 

of weeks later, the organization also concluded that child transports were a suit-

able way of providing relief to children in Europe.
354

 During 1947, few children 

were brought to Sweden, however, and no account of Jewish children being 

brought to Sweden can be found. In comparison to 1946, when approximately 

10,000 children were brought to Sweden to recuperate, execution of this form of 

relief action decreased sharply in 1947. During that year, 30 children were 

brought to the country.
355

 Most of the children who had been transported to Swe-

den during 1946 had also returned to their home countries by this time.  

Arguments stating that certain measures were too costly or that it was inap-

propriate to relocate children were used when deciding not to bring children to 

Sweden, but there does not seem to have been a consistent strategy in this re-

spect. The new guidelines that were drawn up, as stated previously, do not appear 

to have entailed any coherent rules or criteria for choosing which children were 

to be transported to Sweden. Moreover, there do not appear to have been any 

policies in place stating that children from countries experiencing the gravest 

conditions were to be prioritized. 

New principles for child transports – again?     

In 1949, a request was put forward for Estonian children from the British zone in 

Germany to be brought to Sweden. The Swedish Aliens Committee wanted a 

statement from Rädda Barnen on this matter. In consultation with the Swedish 

Red Cross and the Swedish European Relief, the organization replied that it 
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could see no reason to not follow its previous decision to refrain from transfer-

ring large groups of children to Sweden for recreational purposes.
356

 With this 

statement, it appears as if the organization had changed its mind in the matter of 

child transports. It is not evident what brought on this change, and as we will see 

below, this standpoint does not seem to have lasted. 

In August 1949, a request from the International Refugee Organization was 

forwarded to Rädda Barnen. This request concerned 14 Austrian young people 

who were to be transported to Sweden to seek employment. Rädda Barnen stated 

that the organization was willing to carry out this task, as it would not involve 

any expenses for Rädda Barnen.
357

 

During the summer of 1950, a group of Jewish children was allowed entry to 

the country. Rädda Barnen allocated 7,000 Swedish Crowns to support this, but 

the Mosaic congregation in Stockholm was responsible for the action. Most of 

the children came from the Russian zone and were brought to Sweden so they 

could recuperate for 5 weeks. This summer, 14 Estonian children and youth from 

the British zone were also brought to Sweden for a 6-week-long stay. Also trans-

ported to Sweden was a group of German children from the Soviet Union; these 

children were to stay for 3 months.
358

 Rädda Barnen wanted to bring German 

children to Sweden during the summer of 1953. The Swedish National Board of 

Health wanted this action to be delayed until the autumn, however, and reserve 

the summer homes for Swedish children.
359

 By February 1954, 820 German chil-

dren had been brought to Sweden and another 120 were expected.
360

 In June 

1955, another request regarding Polish children was forwarded. It was desired 

that 35 Polish children from West Berlin be transported to Sweden. This request 

was denied by Rädda Barnen. The reason stated was that this was in accordance 

with the organization‘s principle standpoints regarding child transportation – 

standpoints that had been stipulated earlier.
361

 It is not evident which standpoints 

Rädda Barnen was referring to at the time. As we have seen previously, two 

things had already been established: the inappropriateness of removing children 

from their own environment and the principle of not transporting large numbers 

of children to Sweden for recuperation. As pointed out above, a coherent system 
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regarding child transports does not seem to have existed. The rules and principles 

seem to have been different for different children. The stipulations determining 

which children should be allowed or which children were suitable to be trans-

ferred to Sweden appear to have changed constantly. It would seem that Polish 

and Jewish children were the two groups that had the greatest difficulty fulfilling 

Rädda Barnen‘s changing requirements. 

In April 1956, the Polish Combatants Association applied for permission to 

transport Polish children from East Germany to stay in Sweden for three months. 

This time Rädda Barnen approved and also applied for at contribution of 50,000 

Swedish Crowns from the Elsa Brändström Fund to finance the action.
362

 This 

appears to have been the first time Rädda Barnen approved of a transport of Pol-

ish children to Sweden.  

The rules and guidelines surrounding child transport seem to have been con-

fusing, and the impression is that different rules applied to different children. 

Rädda Barnen was evidently indecisive as to whether or not it was inappropriate 

to remove children from their own environment.  The organization‘s opinions 

seem to have varied in this matter as well. It took until 1950 for Jewish children 

and until 1956 for Polish children to receive support from Rädda Barnen to be 

transported to Sweden. The initiatives behind these transports did not come from 

Rädda Barnen, however.  

As concerned Jewish children, it appears to have been first in the late forties 

that Rädda Barnen publicly gave its support. One explanation for the organiza-

tion‘s reluctance to support Jewish children can perhaps be found in the research 

undertaken by Swedish historians Mikael Byström and Karin Kvist Geverts. Dur-

ing the war, the Swedish Government enforced a restricted immigration policy. 

As pointed out earlier in the study, Mikael Byström has explained this in terms of 

the ―Nordic prerogative‖, which meant that Nordic people were prioritized with 

regard to Swedish support. It would seem that this not only concerned relief 

work, but also refugee reception policy. Karin Kvist Geverts points out that pre-

vious research indicating that this changed in 1942 needs to be nuanced.  She has 

shown in her work that the turn in Swedish politics regarding allowing Jewish 

people entry to Sweden was a slow process. Although knowledge did exist about 

the Jewish situation, at the least during the last part of the war, it was not self-

evident that Jewish people or their children should be granted entry into the 
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country. She explains this with reference to what she calls the ―anti-Semitic bus-

tle‖,
363

 which existed within the Swedish Aliens Committee, as well as other in-

stitutions. Her work does not cover the whole period examined in the present 

study, her period of investigation ends in 1944, but considering Rädda Barnen‘s 

close liaison with Swedish authorities both during and after the war, her findings 

are nevertheless interesting here. As we have seen in this section, Rädda Barnen 

was ambivalent in its dealings with Jewish children, and it is possible that this 

could be explained by the presence of what Karin Kvist Geverts calls ‖anti-

Semitic bustle‖.
364

 Rädda Barnen did reject several requests to support transports 

of Jewish children, although the requests forwarded never seem to have involved 

transporting the children to Sweden. We will have reason to look at how Rädda 

Barnen dealt with relief directed to Jewish children again in the next chapter, but 

let us now look at another kind of child transport. These transports concerned so-

called displaced children, and the reasons for bringing these children to Sweden 

were different from those we have discussed earlier.  

The children with no country 

As stated earlier, the most common reason for transporting children to Sweden 

was to enable them to recuperate physically. In 1947, discussions about bringing 

so-called DP children to Sweden started within Rädda Barnen. In this case, the 

efforts concerned stateless children from refugee camps in Germany. The work-

ing committee of Rädda Barnen brought the subject up for discussion at the 

board of the Swedish Committee for International Relief in May 1947. Rädda 

Barnen wanted to transport some of these children to Sweden in small groups. 

Two representatives – one of the Swedish Trade Union Confederation and one of 

the Swedish Institute, who also was members of the board of the Swedish Com-

mittee for International Relief – disapproved. They had just returned from a trip 

to Germany and thought that it was best for the children to be given relief in 

Germany.
365

 

A month later, two Rädda Barnen representatives undertook a journey to 

Germany to investigate the situation as well. The result of this journey was that it 
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was found necessary to try to at least protect the younger children from further 

time in the camps. If permission were obtained from Swedish authorities, the 

English would allow children to be transported from their zone in Germany.
366

 

By the end of June 1947, the Swedish Aliens Commission gave permission for 

500 children to enter Sweden, provided there would be no costs to the Swedish 

Government. Rädda Barnen decided to immediately apply for permission for 100 

children from camps in Germany to entry the country. The children were to be 

placed in Swedish foster homes, the aim being eventual adoption.
367

 The issue of 

bringing so-called DP children to Sweden seems to have triggered a discussion 

about how child transports should be carried out and who was to be in charge. 

Rädda Barnen was apparently not alone in the practice of transporting chil-

dren, and some smaller committees in Sweden were involved in this as well. 

Criticism of how these transports had been handled was put forward by the 

Swedish National Board of Health. The Swedish Government was apparently not 

positively inclined to the idea of child transports at this time, in 1947, but did not 

want to stop these efforts altogether. The critique that surfaced, however, seems 

to have triggered a need to establish guidelines for how child transports were to 

be carried out. The Government delegated the responsibility for child transports 

to the Swedish European Relief, in conjunction with Rädda Barnen, and in the 

case of the German children, in conjunction with the Swedish Red Cross.
368

 

In February 1948, a strategy for how transportation of the children was to be 

carried out was drawn up. During a meeting at the Swedish National Board of 

Health, including representatives of Rädda Barnen, the Swedish Aliens Commit-

tee and the Swedish European Relief, decisions were made as to what Rädda Ba-

rnen‘s duties in these kinds of actions would entail. The Swedish Aliens Com-

mittee would refer to Rädda Barnen requests for children seeking entry to Swe-

den. The organization was then to investigate the suggested foster home and 

make sure that funding was available. Together with the National Board of 

Health, Rädda Barnen was to ensure that all children undergo a medical examina-

tion. If necessary, the children were to be put in quarantine.
369

 

If an organization applied for a whole group of children to enter the country, 

Rädda Barnen was willing to receive the application and make the necessary in-
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quiries into each individual case. Rädda Barnen was not willing to examine po-

tential foster homes from a political perspective, however. If this were considered 

necessary, it fell upon the Swedish Aliens Committee to execute the investiga-

tions.
370

 In this way, Rädda Barnen did achieve an important position, which 

gave the organization great possibilities to influence which children were al-

lowed to enter the country. 

During 1948-1949, 65 DP children were transferred to Sweden under the aus-

pices of Rädda Barnen. The children came from camps in the British and Ameri-

can zones in Germany. Their origins were often unknown. In some cases, when 

the International Refugee Organization managed to find some connection to a 

country, or if the child only spoke one language, this was noted in the child‘s 

personal file as ―supposed nationality‖. A request for information was then for-

warded to that country, asking whether there was any knowledge of relatives, and 

whether the country was prepared to receive the child.
371

 If no such information 

was available, the child was regarded as stateless.  

In October 1949, the work of transporting and placing this group of children in 

Swedish families for adoption was more or less finished. This was successful in 

most cases, but a few of the children still remained in children‘s home. A protest 

about the placement of some of the children was forwarded from Catholics to 

Rädda Barnen. The organization had not taken any consideration of the chil-

dren‘s religious affiliation. Catholic children had been placed in Protestant 

homes. Rädda Barnen replied that it was only in exceptional cases the organiza-

tion could find Catholic families. Rädda Barnen also argued that it was important 

for the child to adapt to the religion of the foster family and to not be influenced 

in any other direction.
372

 The International Refugee Organization, IRO, the UN 

organization responsible for the camps in Germany, disagreed with Rädda Ba-

rnen. Rädda Barnen was notified that, as of October 1948, the organization 

would only be allowed to transport children under 10 of unknown nationality and 

Protestant confession.
373
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In August 1950, a discussion began about bringing yet another group of children 

and young people to Sweden. Rädda Barnen‘s task this time was to care for the 

siblings of young people whom the Swedish Labour Market Board
374

 was going 

to transport to Sweden for employment.
375

 A couple of months later, a statement 

found in Rädda Barnen‘s Minutes indicate that there were plenty of Swedish 

homes interested in adopting children. There would be no problem with absorb-

ing the quota of 32 children that Rädda Barnen was allowed to transport to Swe-

den.
376

 At this time, it appears as though adopting a child was a popular practice, 

and there were more potential parents than available children. Historian Cecilia 

Lindgren points out that, during the early part of the fifties, an increasing profes-

sionalization of adoptions and child welfare practices took place. At some point, 

only government child welfare authorities or authorized organizations were al-

lowed to handle adoptions, in contrast to earlier, when adoptions could be ar-

ranged between, for instance, a doctor and potential parents or a lawyer and po-

tential parents.
377

 Rädda Barnen was clearly authorized to arrange adoptions, 

both to decide which children could enter the country for adoption and to choose 

suitable adoptive families. A common practice in Rädda Barnen‘s outlining of 

this appear to have been to first place the child as a foster child, only later chang-

ing the child‘s status to that of adoptive child.  

In 1951 and 1952, 45 children were transported to Sweden. This group also 

came from the British and American zones in Germany. In most cases, one of 

these children‘s parents was known. They usually had a German or Austrian 

mother and a father who belonged to the occupation forces. The reasons these 

children had been left at the camps varied; sometimes the mother had died or 

could not support the child. Some of the fathers had returned to their native coun-

tries, where they already had families and therefore did not want to acknowledge 

their child.
378
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 Rädda Barnen worked closely with different Swedish authorities in bringing 

children to and placing them in Sweden during this period. Both the Swedish 

Committee for International Relief and, perhaps even more so, the Swedish 

Aliens Committee evidently relied on Rädda Barnen with regard to choosing 

families and choosing which children would be allowed to enter the country. 

This put the organization in an influential position. 

Concluding discussion 

In this chapter, we have seen how child transports were used as a means of pro-

viding relief to children during and after WWII. The policies and rules surround-

ing these transports appear to have been incoherent and changing, depending on 

the children‘s origins. Different arguments were used, for instance that expendi-

tures were too high or that it was inappropriate to remove children from their 

own environments. In other cases, such aspects do not seem to have posed a 

problem at all. 

Rädda Barnen liaised with Swedish authorities, both the Swedish Committee 

for International Relief and the Swedish Aliens Committee, which relied on 

Rädda Barnen‘s opinions concerning which children were suitable to enter the 

country. Rädda Barnen was also delegated the task of deciding which stateless 

children were to be transported for adoption in Sweden. The organization was in 

charge of the selection of both the children and the potential parents. In the eyes 

of the Swedish authorities, Rädda Barnen was apparently viewed as the most 

suitable organization to carry out these kinds of duties. Through its involvement 

in child transports, Rädda Barnen achieved an important position in the arena of 

child protection and child welfare. When Swedish state authorities gave Rädda 

Barnen the duty of determining which children were allowed entry into the coun-

try, the organization acquired a status as legitimate partner to governmental insti-

tutions for children‘s welfare. 

As pointed out earlier in this chapter, it does not appear as if children were 

transported to stay in a given environment so to expose them to ―better political 

influences‖, which did occur in some cases in connection with WWI.  As we 

have seen, politics were present, but the notion of giving children a more politi-

cally ―correct‖ upbringing surfaces more clearly in the next chapter, where the 

establishment of children‘s homes and apprentice homes will be discussed. 
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Chapter VIII 

Shaping democratic citizens and exporting 

Swedish visions 

Introduction 

As we have seen earlier in the study, some methods used for enabling children to 

recuperate physically were to transport them to Sweden or to distribute food. 

Other tasks, such as providing a ―good‖ upbringing and enabling spiritual recov-

ery, surface too. This seems to have been especially important in Germany. In a 

similar vein, projects aiming at creating healthy and pedagogical environments 

for children were carried out. This becomes visible when Rädda Barnen estab-

lished nurseries, children‘s homes and apprentice homes. In this chapter, exam-

ples from Germany, France and Israel will be discussed. In Israel, Rädda Barnen 

also established the so-called Swedish Village ―Kfar Achim‖. These programs is 

also an indicator of what Rädda Barnen wanted to obtain – defining their identity 

as an relief organization, but also giving away the basic value system that form 

the basis of this. 

In the first part of this chapter, a brief account will be given of the discussions 

that took place in Sweden concerning relief to Germany and the relations with 

UNRRA. The situation in Germany, mainly in Bavaria, where Rädda Barnen es-

tablished both apprentice homes and children‘s homes will be described. The 

chairman of Rädda Barnen, Margit Levinson, undertook a journey in 1946 to as-

sess the situation in Europe. One of the places she visited during this trip was 

Germany and the remains of the concentration camp Belsen. These accounts will 
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provide us with the background against which Rädda Barnen established appren-

tice homes and children‘s homes in Germany.  

In France, the aim of the establishment of children‘s homes differed somewhat 

from in Germany. The last part of this chapter will deal with Rädda Barnen‘s ac-

tivities in Israel during the early fifties. Let us first start out by looking at the dis-

cussions that took place in Sweden concerning relief work in Germany towards 

the end of the war. 

The Swedish contribution to the re-building of Germany  

As we have seen earlier in the study, the ―Nordic prerogative‖ had been decisive 

for the Swedish Government‘s politics during the war. Rädda Barnen and the 

Swedish Red Cross appear to have worked in accordance with this policy too. 

When the Government changed its course of action and started to take an interest 

in international relief work, Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross followed 

suit. Folke Bernadotte made it blatantly clear, during his trip to England in 1944, 

that Sweden had no desire to subordinate itself to UNRRA or any other interna-

tional organization. He also emphasized that Sweden wanted to decide where to 

direct its relief, and that the Nordic countries were a priority. From UNRRA‘s 

side, it was pointed out that other places were in greater need of relief. Folke 

Bernadotte was aware of this, but because Sweden had good relations with other 

Nordic countries, it was easier to provide relief to them. Germany, however, was 

one of the countries he did think was suitable, after the Nordic countries.
379

 

In May 1944, the question of directing relief to Germany was brought up for 

discussion within the board of Rädda Barnen. According to Margit Levinson, re-

quests had been made from ―various directions‖ within Sweden that help should 

be provided for Germany too. Providing relief to Germany was considered im-

portant within the board of Rädda Barnen, but it was also considered important to 

wait for an appropriate time to start these efforts.
380

 At this time, during the 

spring of 1944, it appears to have been a far too sensitive mission to embark 

upon. As we have seen earlier, however, Rädda Barnen did state that politics, 

race and religion should not be taken into consideration in relation to relief work 
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for children and youth. For this reason, Germany should also be included in the 

organization‘s relief efforts, even if this had to wait until a more suitable time. 

The matter seems to have been put on hold, but a year later, Board of Inspection 

for the Enterprise
381

 brought up the subject in a letter to Rädda Barnen. The au-

thority wanted Rädda Barnen to be the executive organ for relief work for child-

ren in Germany.
382

  

In October 1945, an unofficial committee for relief to Germany was estab-

lished, on request of the government-established Swedish Committee for Interna-

tional Relief. Members of the newly established committee were Margit Levin-

son, representing Rädda Barnen, Folke Bernadotte, representing the Swedish Red 

Cross, and Henrik Beer, representing the Swedish Committee for International 

Relief.
383

 The government body did not want to start relief work in Germany, 

however, until permission had been given by the allies.
384

  Even if the execution 

of relief was put on hold, plans for how this would be carried out were drawn up. 

A joint appeal, by Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross, to gather funds was 

also going to be made.
385

 The Swedish Red Cross asked Rädda Barnen if the or-

ganization could guarantee a donation of a 100,000 Swedish Crowns towards re-

lief work in Germany. Rädda Barnen agreed, provided that the Swedish Red 

Cross would guarantee the same amount.
386

 A delegation was put together by 

representatives of the Swedish Red Cross, Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Com-

mittee for International Relief, and it was to undertake a journey to Germany to 

assess the situation.
387

 When the delegation returned from Germany, it pointed 

out that the relief would be received with gratitude.
388

 As we can see, here an at-

tempt was made between the Swedish Government and non-governmental organ-

izations to co-operate on this matter. No official permission to go ahead with re-

lief activities in Germany appears to have been obtained from UNRRA, however. 

There were conflicts between Swedish authorities and UNRRA at this time, and 

apparently Swedish relief was not very highly regarded by the organization. Ac-
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cording to Cay Sevón, this was so serious that UNRRA sometimes ignored Swe-

dish relief efforts.
389

  

Whatever the conflicts with UNRRA, it was decided within the committee for 

Germany that the Swedish relief efforts would go ahead. The executing bodies 

for this were Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross. The relief efforts were 

also to be performed in conjunction with the British Red Cross, but there is no 

mention of any co-operation with UNRRA.  It was also pointed out that relief ef-

forts would be directed to specific areas.
390

 

By March 1946, the two organizations had gathered 680,000 Swedish Crowns 

for relief work in Germany. Conflict soon arose between Rädda Barnen and the 

Swedish Red Cross, however. In a letter to Rädda Barnen, the Swedish Red 

Cross questioned the co-operation between the organizations and suggested that 

the Swedish Red Cross should execute the dispensation of food for children in 

Germany on its own. Margit Levinson insisted on co-operation on equal terms, 

and wanted the matter to be referred to the Swedish Committee for International 

Relief.
391

 

Rädda Barnen and the Swedish Red Cross did co-operate when gathering 

funds for the relief work in Germany, but apparently unable to collaborate in the 

execution of activities. The organizations appear to have kept a close watch on 

each other, and did not want to carry out any activities or allocate any funds un-

less the other organization did the same. The need to accentuate their positions 

seems to have been constantly present and to have remained throughout the 

postwar years. In 1950, when the activities in Germany were being and had been 

carried out, Rädda Barnen emphasized in a P.M. that the organization had in-

itiated the establishment of apprentice homes, made the drawings and outlined 

the plans. These had been accepted by the Swedish Red Cross, which had agreed 

to the plans and outlines of the activities. It was also pointed out in the P.M. that 

the organizations had obtained exactly the same amount of money from the Swe-

dish Government and the Swedish European Relief.
392

 

Whatever conflicts had taken place in Sweden regarding how and under which 

organization‘s authority relief should be carried out in Germany, both Rädda Ba-
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rnen and the Swedish Red Cross started to launch their respective activities after 

the armistice. Rädda Barnen established apprentice homes, social settlements, set 

up workshops for shoemakers, carpenters, sewing, etc. Rädda Barnen also set up 

children‘s homes, mainly for recreational purposes. All these activities were a 

contribution to the rebuilding of Germany, as per the agreement with Swedish 

authorities. The allies were already actively working with rebuilding and reha-

bilitation in Germany by the time Swedish organizations entered the country. Be-

fore looking at Rädda Barnen‘s activities more thoroughly, let us see what the 

conditions were like in Germany, more specifically in Bavaria, where Rädda Ba-

rnen directed a fairly large part of its relief activities. What the allies considered 

to be the main priorities in the reconstruction of Germany will also be high-

lighted.  

The situation in Germany and the allies‟ four Ds  

Germany was divided into different zones by the occupational forces after the 

armistice, and the number of refugees in the country was vast. During 1946, 

more than one and a half million people had been forcibly repatriated to Bavaria, 

which is one place where Rädda Barnen established apprentice homes and child-

ren‘s homes. Towards the end of the war and after the armistice, people had also 

fled to Bavaria from countries on the Balkan, Pomerania, Czechoslovakia, 

Schleswig and Prussia.
393

 The task of finding housing, reuniting families, finding 

work or things to keep refugees occupied, and of course of rebuilding what had 

been destroyed during the war was tremendous. The problem with illegal immi-

grants was also substantial, and during 1948, it was estimated that 85,000 people 

had entered Bavaria illegally. In accordance with the Potsdam Agreement,
394

 

Germans who still lived in Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia were to be repa-

triated to Germany. Bavaria was expected to receive 52% of these refugees. Due 

to the vast amount of people in need of help, there was an acute shortage of hous-

ing and food. Many refugees had to live in mass camps, and in 1948, it was an-
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ticipated that approximately 33,000 children lived in such camps. In 1949, Amer-

ican military authorities estimated that there were approximately 2 million refu-

gees in Bavaria alone.
395

  

Four tasks were singled out as being most important for the Americans to deal 

with in Germany: demilitarization, decartelization, denazification, and democra-

tization – the four Ds.
396

 The last two of these were fields that Rädda Barnen 

was, as we will see, influenced by in its activities in Germany. Denazification 

was a concept used mainly during the war by the Americans while planning 

Germany‘s recovery, but this was more or less replaced in 1946 by the perhaps 

milder expression ―reorientation‖.
397

 Whatever it was called, the purpose was to 

democratize Germany and the Germans, and this was going to be accomplished 

through re-education. Rädda Barnen did not take part in the large re-education 

scheme, but we will see examples of how the organization‘s work in Germany 

seems to have been characterized by this purpose. How this was done will be 

discussed later in the text, but let us first examine the chairwoman of Rädda Ba-

rnen, Margit Levinson‘s impressions of the situation in Germany. 

The visit to “Journey´s end” 

As mentioned above, Rädda Barnen did begin its extensive relief efforts in Ger-

many during the years after the armistice. Some of the staff in the organization 

undertook journeys in Europe once the war was over to assess the situation there. 

The co-workers‘ accounts of their journeys were gathered in a booklet that was 

published by the organization in 1947. Margit Levinson, Rädda Barnen‘s chair-

woman, undertook one such journey, and one of the places she visited was Ger-

many. During her tour of Germany, she also visited the remains of the concentra-

tion camp Belsen which appears to have had a profound effect on her. 

The real shock was soon to come. It was Belsen, or what is left of this 

place of horror. When you have seen Belsen, you can understand what has 
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been so hard to comprehend, that most Germans were so completely una-

ware of what went on in the concentration camps. They were always 

placed in a remote area far away from people‘s residences and they were 

hermetically sealed.
398

 

She seems to have been horrified by what she saw, but understanding towards the 

Germans in general for not being aware of or not knowing what was going on. 

According to her, it was comprehensible that the Germans were not aware of the 

camps, because they were located in such remote areas. She continues to describe 

a village nearby, where the SS soldiers had been educated in their ―horrific pro-

fession‖. The village looked idyllic, catering to all needs, with casinos and cine-

mas, for instance. At the time of her journey, the former SS village was inhabited 

by Jewish people and there were plenty of children, waiting to be transferred to 

other places. She emphasized that even if they looked well dressed and well nou-

rished, it was a depressing place to live, especially for the children. She passed 

the station, which for a lot of Jewish people had been the last stop before reach-

ing the ―Journey‘s end‖. Her journey continued to the concentration camp, where 

she noted a hanging board on which was written that one of the allies‘ first tasks 

upon arrival to the camp was to bury 30,000 corpses. During the first week of li-

beration, another 10,000 ex-prisoners died. Leftovers from the gas chambers 

were visible; as well some of the barracks the prisoners had lived in. Some of the 

barracks had been converted into housing for German families that worked with 

clearance of the camp. The camp had become the place where these German 

families‘ children played. 

Their children run around and play amongst the mass graves, around what 

is left of the gas chambers and the ovens used for cremation of the corpses. 

Carefree and happy you see them by the prisons and turrets, surrounded by 

barbed-wire fences, they play old games as if this was the most natural 

place for playing tag. 
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Here I had a very strong feeling of how fundamentally important it is to 

give these children spiritual health, without which the future looks grim.
399

 

It was, without a doubt, a horrific environment for children to play in, and a place 

where thousands of Jewish adults and their children had died. As we can see 

above, Margit Levinson worried about what this was doing to the German child-

ren‘s spiritual health. 

During her journey in Europe, Margit Levinson was struck by the dispropor-

tionate relationship between the need that existed and the resources available. 

Her impressions of the situation in Germany varied. According to Margit Levin-

son, parts of Germany seemed untouched while in other parts, mainly larger ci-

ties, the horrors of the war could be seen more clearly. Hamburg, for instance, 

was one place partly had recovered. She noted that people did not look as indiffe-

rent and apathetic as she had been told. She did emphasize, however, that her im-

pressions were only visual, and it was possible that things were much worse than 

they seemed. Her journey continued through Europe and she noted that other 

places had been hit hard too. One example was the former Yugoslavia, where 

400,000 children had been murdered and another 450,000 had died of illnesses, 

starvation or frozen to death.
400

 It was Germany, however, that seems to have 

been the target for the bulk of the organization‘s re-building and relief efforts af-

ter the armistice.  

The spiritual recovery of the children in Germany 

The need to enable German children to regain their spiritual health seems to have 

been anchored in the Swedish Red Cross too. In Rädda Barnen‘s and the Swedish 

Red Cross‘s joint appeal for funds for German children, this needs of German 

children were used as an argument.  

                                                 

 
399

 Rädda Barnen: Arbetet för barn i krigshärjade länder. Stockholm 1947, p 15. ‖Deras barn springer 

omkring och leker bland massgravarna, bland spillrorna av det som en gång var gasugnar och likförbrän-

ningsugnar. Sorglösa och glada ser man dem vid fängelserna och skjuttornen, omgärdade av taggtråds-

stängsel leker de gamla lekar som vore detta den vanligaste och mest naturliga platsen för sistan och två 

slår den tredje…Jag fick här den allra starkaste känslan av hur fundamentalt viktigt det är att försöka ge 

barnen även all den andliga hälsa, varförutan utsikterna för framtiden ter sig dystra.‖ 
400

 Rädda Barnen: Arbetet för barn i krigshärjade länder. Stockholm 1947, pp 15 



177 

 

 

Knowing that contributions to German children, which will enable them to 

grow up under humane conditions, will simultaneously promote the Ger-

man people‘s spiritual recovery.
401

 

As we have seen earlier, this appeal had been successful. The two organizations 

managed to gather a rather significant amount of money for their activities in 

Germany. 

The different homes for children and youth that Rädda Barnen set up in Ger-

many were mostly run in conjunction with German authorities. The plan was that 

the establishments would eventually be handed over and run entirely under the 

German regime. To help children adapt to democratic environments and thereby 

recover spiritually, the German staffs that were to take charge of the different es-

tablishments also needed to be taught how to realize a democratic upbringing. 

This had to be implemented carefully, though, as their confidence in child-raising 

had been damaged. The Swedish staff should encourage the Germans to reflect 

on their methods of rearing children and youth. This should be done without 

breaking their self-confidence in such matters. In a report from the recreation 

home Heim Herzogou, it was emphasized:  

If there were more than one Swede, there is a risk that the Swedes would 

not serve as a useful source of irritation which forces the Germans to re-

flect. The consequence could be that we break their spirits, because they 

have become so insecure about their methods child-raising.
402

 

Margit Levinson pointed out, in another report on Heim Herzogau, that the expe-

rience from this home had made it clear that it would be valuable if the German 

pedagogic staff could spend some time in Sweden. This would enable the Ger-

man staff, to learn modern Swedish methods of child welfare and child-raising. 

This would also enable the Germans to care for the growing, bewildered youth 

and children in Germany. Bewilderment was a particularly difficult problem for 
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the refugee children and youth. Their minds, had, according to Margit Levinson, 

become completely ―twisted‖.
403

 In another report from Heim Herzogau, it is 

emphasized that the German pedagogues at the home were grateful for the Swe-

dish instructions on child-rearing. The staff pointed out that a country that had 

not experienced war in 150 years must know better than them how to raise child-

ren. According to the report, the German staffs were marked by Prussian discip-

line methods, but were extremely willing to learn from the Swedes.
404

 One of the 

Swedish youth leaders also reflected upon this problem, after spending a year 

working at one of the apprentice homes. The present generation of youth was 

marked by a Hitler-Jugend disciplinary and dictatorial upbringing. After the war, 

everything turned into chaos and everything the young people had previously 

been taught no longer applied. Perceptions of what was right and wrong were 

mixed up, and the adults could no longer offer any guidance. For the German 

youth leaders, Swedish methods of trusting and giving responsibility to children 

and youth, through discussion, were alien. This was something the Swedish staff 

had to put a great deal of effort into teaching them. 

The German youth leaders showed a certain tendency to execute old dis-

ciplinary methods. The Swedish leaders had to spend considerable time 

and effort convincing them about the advantages of democratic me-

thods.
405

 

The children who were cared for in the recreation homes were both native Ger-

mans and children of various nationalities from the mass camps. The children 

from the mass camps were referred to as the ―foreign‖ children by both the Ger-

man and the Swedish staff.  These ―foreign‖ children from the camps were also 

described by both Swedish and German staff as being more difficult to handle 

than the German children. The German pedagogical leader at Heim Herzogou 

pointed out in a report that when the foreign children first arrived they seemed 
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spoilt in comparison to other children. The children who upon arrival had been 

spoilt and dependent had, however, changed for the better by the time they left 

the home. 

Small children, who at the outset had been spoilt, whiny and dependent, 

became lively and very proud of the fact they could dress and undress 

themselves during this period.
406

  

In yet another report, this time written by one of the Swedish staff, the foreign 

children are also described as being much more problematic to deal with than the 

German children. The author of the report pointed out, however, that the child-

ren‘s resourcefulness brought about a great deal of laughter among the staff, even 

if the children were tiresome. One example of the children‘s resourcefulness was 

when the ―foreign‖ boys, for instance, dismantled the copper pipes and anything 

else they found useful in the home. This was something they were used to doing 

in the camps, and the material they dismantled and found was used for trading.
407

 

The German children, on the other hand, were obedient, able and always willing 

to help their friends. 

A hole is immediately mended, and so also a button if lacking, and already 

at the age of six years every child knows what he or she has brought here. 

This does not however imply greediness. On the contrary, I have never met 

children more willing to help one another and more careful.
408

 

In order to deal with the inventive and problematic children from the camps, the 

Swedish leader at the home wished that the next contingency of children would 

be divided. Half of them should be German children and half of them foreign, 

because the German children were easier to handle and more well-behaved.
409
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There seems to have been a hope that the German children would have a good 

influence on the children from the camps. 

The purpose of the recreation homes appears to have been similar to the pur-

pose of transporting children to Sweden. The children stayed in a recreation 

home or in Swedish homes for a few weeks to recuperate physically and were 

then returned to the camps or their native countries. As with the children who 

were transported to Sweden to build up their strength, a notion existed that if on-

ly the children recovered physically, their psychological health would be restored 

too. If they also were exposed to a good environment and ―good‖ morals, they 

would become healthy, democratically oriented people. Margit Levinson pointed 

out that peer pressure and insecurity were common problems among the children 

from the camps. After staying at the recreation home for a while, however, they 

did become aware that life could be happier. One question that seems to have 

concerned her in particular was the impression that unemployment in the camps 

made on the children. This had a bad influence on the children, who seemed to 

think that life was all about receiving things, without making an effort. 

The children seem to have taken a particularly strong impression of the un-

employment in the camps and do not seem to be prepared to learn a profes-

sion and work for their future on their own.  They are stuck in the notion 

that life is only to receive and be led, which would seem to pose a threat to 

their future. Especially during the handicraft activities you can see how 

alien the children are to their own achievements and what new worlds the-

reby lay open for them.
410

 

As mentioned earlier, the physical environment was considered an important part 

of the goal of helping children and youth to recover spiritually and become de-

mocratically oriented citizens.     

One example of a setting that was considered to be a healthy environment, 

was a building located in Bavaria that had previously been used by Hitler-

Jugend. The location of the building and the environment were considered per-
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fect for the purpose, and Rädda Barnen established an apprentice home in the 

building. As pointed out earlier, the environment in the camps was harsh and 

demoralizing, as was the situation in some blocks in the cities where poor people 

lived. Bringing youth to such as the building in Bavaria mentioned here was an 

environment that was considered beneficial for them. If youth were exposed to a 

―systematic and democratic‖ upbringing, there was a possibility they could be 

returned to a ―healthy and orderly life‖. It was emphasized, however, that it was 

only possible to achieve good results if young people were exposed to good con-

ditions of upbringing during a longer period of time.
411

  

In terms of its location, the place is extremely suitable as a youth colony. 

The homeless orphans who come from the demoralizing environment in 

the refugee camps or the cities‘ over-crowded poor quarters would be able 

to adjust to a healthy and orderly life here in a salutary environment under 

conditions of systematic, democratic up-brining. Only if the youth spend a 

longer period of time under good conditions of upbringing it is possible to 

achieve the desired results.
412

  

Both the environment and the method of upbringing were to enable young people 

to become democratic and spiritually healthy citizens. Rädda Barnen also consi-

dered it important that the layout of the apprentice homes be as homelike as poss-

ible. Even if they had to be very small, due to the cost, each young person should 

have his/her own room to be able to enjoy some privacy, as this had been lacking 

previously.
413

 The youth who came to the apprentice homes were either from 

camps or ―unsatisfactory homes‖, and as we can see above the purpose of the ap-

prentice homes was to enable these youngsters to assimilate to normal social life. 

The idea behind the apprentice homes was also to give young people vocational 
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training.
414

 In the guidelines for running the homes, it is stated that when select-

ing youth, no consideration was to be taken to race, nationality or political opi-

nions. The youth were to be chosen from all over the country and not only from 

the area where the apprentice home was established. The home was to be run on 

a self-governing basis, meaning that even if there were staff employed, the youth 

were to share in the responsibility for running the home. The warden of the home 

was to help the young people find work, but this had to be done in consultation 

with the local labor exchanges and advisory bureaus.
415

 Unemployment was a 

huge problem in Germany, and therefore it was important that tasks the youth 

were given did not pose a threat to the labor market in general.
416

 Vocational 

training was considered important, but working as such was also a virtue.
417

 

During the youth‘s stay at the apprentice homes, they were to visit vocational 

training schools where they were to be given theoretical knowledge about differ-

ent vocations. The idea behind these visits was also to imbue in the young people 

a ―general upbringing‖. During weekends and evenings, discussions that encour-

aged international understanding and also eliminated ―exceptional positions‖ 

were to take place at the home.
418

 The youth should be encouraged to co-operate 

and to co-exist on equal terms. No one should feel that they were subordinated to 

anyone else. During a meeting of Rädda Barnen representatives, together with 

representatives from various German authorities, for instance, the Home Of-

fice
419

 and the Ministry of Employment and Welfare
420

, where plans for running 

the homes were drawn up, it was decided that 70% of the youth would be chosen 
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from the refugee groups and the rest from the native German population. This 

was done to make assimilation into the Bavarian economy possible.
421

 

It is not evident what this actually meant, but it does appear that a need for co-

existence and co-operation between the various nationalities had been acknowl-

edged. Conflicts between the groups might have been considered a factor that 

would prevent the recovery.  

At this meeting, it was also suggested that four youth should share a bedroom 

to prevent anyone from being isolated from friendships, but also to discourage 

jealousy. During this meeting, it was also decided that a system of ―co-

upbringing‖ between girls and boys was to be tested at one of the homes.
422

 One 

such home was established in Munich and the result comes across as having been 

positive. Communication between the sexes was described as having been ―open 

and natural‖. It was also considered to help to disarm myths about the other 

sex.
423

 

In one of the homes established in Munich, another method to increase toler-

ance and co-operation was carried out. In this home, handicapped boys were 

mixed with non-handicapped boys. This was considered advantageous for both 

the handicapped boys and the non-handicapped ones. 

The other boys get used to their handicapped comrades, but while giving 

them due consideration, treating them as equals. From a psychological 

point of view, it has been of enormous value for the disabled boys not to be 

isolated but to live a normal life with others of the same age.
424

 

As we can see, it was emphasised that no-one should be excluded. Tolerance and 

to include everyone was encouraged. At the apprentice homes established in Mu-

nich and Nurnberg, it was also emphasized that young people needed to have a 

space of their own, as they had grown up under collective circumstances. Also 

here, the importance of giving the youth vocational training was emphasized. It 
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was also pointed out how important it was that the occupations be suited to the 

young person‘s own interest and talents.
425

  

Youth and children in Germany were to be exposed as much as possible to a 

democratic upbringing, which in turn would enable them to recover spiritually. 

As pointed out previously, in order to bring up children in a democratic manner, 

the German pedagogues needed to be educated too. 

Swedish staffs appear to have been considered experts in the area of democrat-

ic upbringing and enabling spiritual recovery. Hard work, vocational training, 

mixing of different nationalities, and open and free discussions across borders 

were going to help the youth and children of Germany become peaceful and 

democratic citizens. This ―Swedish formula‖ was also going to cause spoilt 

children to want to work and to assume responsibility for their lives. Swedish ex-

pertise on how to create democratically oriented citizens appears to have been 

established and to create goodwill was important. Next we will see how this be-

comes visible in Germany, but perhaps even more so in France. 

Relief work and humanitarianism – export of Swedish visions? 

Drawing a great deal of attention to inauguration of the different homes comes 

across as having been important for Rädda Barnen. Both prominent guests and 

the press were invited to attend. When the apprentice home Hochlandslager was 

opened, prominent people such as the Prime Minister, representatives from the 

American occupation authorities, catholic priests and other high officials at-

tended.  Rädda Barnen‘s representative, Cecile Brunius, held a speech in which 

she emphasized that Swedish donors were pleased to see that the Swedish 

equipment had been so greatly appreciated. The Prime Minister, Dr Seidl, 

pointed out that Sweden‘s and Rädda Barnen‘s contributions to such an institu-

tion as Hochlandslager, which prepared young people to perform useful tasks for 

society, would never be forgotten. Recordings for German radio, in which the 

Swedish Rädda Barnen representative also participated, were also made.
426

 The 

openings of apprentice homes in Nurnberg and Munich were also attended by 

high officials from the Bavarian authorities, the Executive director of Rädda 
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Barnen‘s international union and representatives from UNICEF. The Swedish 

and foreign press were also present, and the event in Munich was filmed.
427

 

Rädda Barnen had evidently successfully established Swedish homes furnished 

with Swedish equipment and imbued with Swedish ideas of a democratic up-

bringing for children and youth. The organization sought and gained attention for 

this and generated good publicity for Sweden.  

The fact that it was important to show off Sweden‘s best side also became vis-

ible when one of Rädda Barnen‘s representatives visited some of the apprentice 

homes a couple of years later. The apprentice homes had by this time, in 1954, 

been handed over to the Germans. The upkeep of the homes varied, depending on 

what funds German authorities could make available for running and maintaining 

them. The homes placed in the Munich area were badly maintained, whereas 

another home in Nurnberg was in much better condition. The Swedish Rädda 

Barnen representative pointed out that this was a problem, as the homes in Mu-

nich received more visitors. 

Annoyingly, it is the homes in Munich that receive most visitors, since 

most tourists pass through this town, as well as on study tours when the 

homes are visited and displayed as an example of a Swedish gift.
428

 

It is interesting to note that the Rädda Barnen representative does not talk at all 

about what progress, or lack thereof, young people at the home were making. 

The Rädda Barnen representative, however, did express annoyance over the fact 

that a positive image of Sweden was not being presented. It was not only in 

Germany that the task of exporting a good image of Sweden can be seen. In 

France, too, a desire to generate goodwill for Sweden also existed. 

The children‟s homes in France 

In 1946, the Swedish European Relief decided that four children‘s homes were to 

be established in Normandy. A request for establishment of such homes had been 

made to Rädda Barnen prior to this, by M:ll Boitard, an ex-member of the French 
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resistance movement, but the organization was not interested in the project at that 

time. When the Swedish European Relief decided to support this, however, 

Rädda Barnen reserved 200,000 Swedish Crowns for the project. The organiza-

tion was to assume responsibility for these children‘s homes and to run them.
429

 

In one of Rädda Barnen‘s reports from the area, it is pointed out that the region 

had been ―well remembered‖ already by Swedish industry and the Swedish Gov-

ernment. Establishing children‘s homes, with some Swedish staff employed, as 

considered to ―supplement and give life‖ to the relief activities already being car-

ried out in the district. The reason for choosing this area was the large number of 

needy children and damaged houses there.
430

 Another contributing reason for 

choosing this particular region was that it was easily accessible for transporta-

tion. Swedish prefabricated houses and other types of equipment could easily be 

delivered. According to the report, directing relief to other areas in France could 

turn out to be too costly, owing to the distance. It was also pointed out that a 

concentration of relief to this specific area could contribute to good future rela-

tions between Sweden and France.  

A certain amount of concentration is recommended. Even if, as a subordi-

nated reason, this will above all, be seen as enabling the generation of 

goodwill for the future and as contributing to the re-establishment and ex-

pansion of relations between Sweden and France.
431

 

Apart from providing relief, a concentration of relief activities to this area created 

an opportunity to advertise Sweden; this was also going to be good for future 

business. Swedish ―key personnel‖ were to be placed at the children‘s homes, as 

according to this report, the French entertained an ―almost exaggerated admira-

tion‖ of the Swedish high standard of social and child welfare, standards that the 
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French wanted to try to emulate.
432

 Establishment of the children‘s homes was a 

success. The interior design and equipment were chosen in accordance with 

Swedish high standards, and establishment of the children‘s homes received con-

siderable attention. In 1948, two years after the decision to establish the child-

ren‘s homes, the following was written in Rädda Barnen‘s Board of Directors‘ 

Report: 

The children‘s home‘s interior decoration and equipment has been chosen 

in accordance with good Swedish standards and also in accordance with 

Swedish norms for childcare. The homes have received a great deal of at-

tention, and many doctors, social workers and other interested parties have 

visited them.
433

 

As pointed out above, generating goodwill was at first considered a subordinate 

reason for carrying out relief activities, but seems to have increased in impor-

tance. One example of this was when Rädda Barnen took over the running of one 

home for school children in Coye la Forêt. In a letter from the Swedish Consulate 

concerning this home, it was emphasized that one of the purposes of running this 

home was to create ―lasting goodwill‖ for Sweden.
434

 It was not only the Swe-

dish standards in interior decoration and equipment that were considered to gen-

erate goodwill for Sweden, but also the highly skilled staff. According to the 

vice-chairman of Rädda Barnen, there was no comparison; the Swedish staffs 

were far more efficient than the French. The Swedish girls were of ―the best 

kind‖, and according to the vice-chairwoman of Rädda Barnen Lisa Lind, this 

was good advertising for Sweden.
435

 Some sources of conflict in the children‘s 

homes were the Swedish staff‘s lack of French language skills and the French 

staff‘s lack of understanding of Swedish hygienic standards. This problem was 
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solved with an exchange of the French staff, and after this was done the relations 

and understanding between the staff improved.
436

  

A more striking example of how, if contrasted, the different goals, child-

saving and creating goodwill were important becomes evident when the children 

for the children‘s home Moulin Vieux were to be chosen. The home was estab-

lished to care for Spanish children in France, and the Spanish Government in ex-

ile was going to select children for the home. Margit Levinson pointed out in a 

letter to Carl Johnson, member of the board of the Swedish European Relief, that 

the Spanish Government in exile completely failed at this task, despite the fact 

that very clears instructions had been given. 

The Spanish Government in exile had chosen the children for Moulin 

Vieux very badly, one was apparently completely imbecile, two others 

backward and whatever else they were. We have to see, maybe it will work 

out. The Spanish Government in exile had been given clear instructions on 

what kind of children would be best able to take advantage of the special 

resources offered at Moulin Vieux.
437

 

Receiving as much attention as possible for the opening of children‘s homes in 

France also come across as having been important. The opening ceremony at the 

home Salibris, for instance, was rescheduled because on the same day the Swe-

dish Prince Bertil would be receiving an honorary doctorate at the university in 

Caen. Margit Levinson was worried that this event might overshadow the open-

ing of the home and therefore wanted to change the day for the opening ceremo-

ny.
438

 

To sum up, in 1946 it was stated that generating goodwill for Sweden was a 

subordinated goal, and could perhaps be called a positive side effect of carrying 
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out relief work. The value of this side effect seems to have increased over the 

years, however. The Swedish children‘s homes in France were to have high qual-

ity Swedish equipment, high standards, highly qualified Swedish staff and the 

right sort of children. Yet another example in which relief work opened up an 

opportunity to export Sweden was in Israel, in the early fifties. Before looking at 

the activities in Israel and more fully understand Rädda Barnen‘s previous ap-

proach to the issue of Jewish children and Jewish refugees from Germany during 

the war. Let us remind ourselves of how Rädda Barnen received requests to help 

Jewish children prior to the relief work it carried out in Israel.  

Rädda Barnen‟s relief work for Jewish children 

In 1942, Rädda Barnen was informed about the difficult situation Jewish people 

in Europe were living under. The information was provided by Professor Marcus 

Ehrenpreis, who was the Rabbi and leader of the Mosaic congregation in Stock-

holm. Signs of this were, for instance, deportations and children being separated 

from their parents.
439

 According to Marcus Ehrenpreis, the help provided was 

reaching recipients at the time. He wanted Rädda Barnen to take part in a relief 

action instigated by the Jewish Agency of Palestine involving the transfer of 

1000 Jewish children from the Soviet Union to Palestine. It is not clear to what 

extent Rädda Barnen participated in these actions. It seems as if an appeal to re-

lief organizations and Jewish women‘s associations to participate in collections 

for Jewish children was planned, however.
440

 In March and July 1944, contribu-

tions of 10,000 Swedish Crowns, one on each occasion, were mediated to the 

Swedish minister in Bucharest to provide relief for Jewish children in Buchar-

est.
441

 Apparently this money reached the recipients, as the action was repeated. 

As pointed out earlier, after the armistice, in January 1946, the board of Rädda 

Barnen decided to add to the protocol that 80,000 Swedish Crowns had been re-

served for the establishment of a children‘s home for Jewish children in Poland. 

An investigation into the matter was ongoing at the time.
442

 Whether the 80,000 

was actually distributed or not is not clear, but Rädda Barnen seems to have pro-

                                                 

 
439

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, dossier över länder. F 1:18, 1 Arbetsutskottet för hjälp åt 

Europas judar. 25 nov 1942 
440

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, dossier över länder. F 1:18, 1 Arbetsutskottet för hjälp åt 

Europas judar. 25 nov 1942 
441

 Swedish National ArchivesRädda Barnen, Minutes 10th of March 1944 
442

 Swedish National Archives, Rädda Barnen, Minutes,  23rd of January 1946 



190 

 

 

vided equipment for a children‘s home in Poland in 1946. According to one of 

the representatives appointed by Rädda Barnen who visited Poland, the Jewish 

children were much better cared for than the Polish children. He also pointed out 

that his impression was that the Jewish people appeared to have plenty of re-

sources to provide relief to their children thanks to the back-up they received 

from the Americans. 

Apart from everything else, I got the distinct impression that the Jewish 

children were better provided for than the Polish. I was also told that the 

Jewish people, who got substantial help from the Americans, had signifi-

cant resources available for their relief actions for the children.
443

 

According to some eyewitness accounts forwarded to Rädda Barnen, however, 

the situation in Poland was extremely difficult. In one of the reports concerning 

Poland, the need for material help was vast, but even worse were the currents of 

hatred in the country. Russians, Jewish people, Germans, Americans were all 

hated, but Swedes seemed to have had the Polish people‘s trust.
444

 

In 1947, the situation was still extremely difficult, and according to another 

report forwarded to Rädda Barnen, the conditions in Poland were much worse 

than anywhere else in Europe.
445

 

As we have seen in the previous part, during this period, 1947, representatives 

of the Jewish World Congress approached Rädda Barnen asking for support for 

the transportation of Jewish children from the eastern block to the west. This re-

quest was rejected by Rädda Barnen‘s vice-chairman. The representatives of the 

Jewish World Congress stressed that, at the time, February 1947, 300,000 of the 

Jewish people were still stuck in camps in Germany, living under horrific condi-

tions. The situation for Jewish people on the Balkan and in the eastern European 

countries was extremely risky, and help to prevent pogroms and accidents was 

needed. The Jewish World Congress representatives pointed out that the situation 

for Jewish children was especially difficult. Material help to the children was not 

enough, they needed an upbringing, education and to have a goal in life. The 
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purpose of this meeting was partly to express gratitude for the help that had been 

provided, but also to inform Rädda Barnen about the Jewish organization‘s goals 

and to ask for further help.
446

 

Historian Paul Levin points out that, up until the end of 1942, the Swedish 

Foreign Office was reluctant to help Jewish people. At that time, the attitude 

changed and efforts were made to enable Jewish people to come to Sweden. This 

help, however, was mainly aimed at Jewish people in other Nordic countries. At 

this time, they were considered to belong to a ―fellow people‖. Sweden was not 

alone in its reluctance to enable Jewish people to enter the country; this policy 

was shared by the British and the Americans. Knowledge about the situation for 

Jewish people was apparently available. At the end of 1942 even more so, when 

the deportation of Jewish people from Norway to Auschzwitz-Birkenau became 

front-page news in Sweden. Towards the end of the war, the attitude seems to 

have changed somewhat, however, and Jewish people from other non-Nordic 

countries were allowed to enter Sweden too.
447

 As we can see above, information 

concerning the situation of the Jewish people and their children in Europe was 

available to Rädda Barnen both via the Swedish press and through direct contact 

with the Rabbi of the Mosaic congregation in Stockholm, Marcus Ehrenpreis. 

Earlier in the study, we have seen that a decision to be careful with this informa-

tion was taken within Rädda Barnen. During the first years after the armistice, 

the organization still seems to have used restraint in providing relief to Jewish 

children. In the early fifties, this attitude changed and Rädda Barnen actively par-

ticipated in and was also in charge of relief efforts in Israel. 

The children‟s home at Ein Karim and the Swedish village Kfar Achmin  

In 1950, Rädda Barnen called Israel ―the country of children and youth‖. Vast 

amounts of children, mostly orphans, had entered the country, which had created 

problems because the possibilities to receive them were limited. So-called child-

ren‘s camps had to be established, and these still existed in 1950 and hosted 

around 2500 children. During 1944-45, surviving children from concentration 

camps in Germany and Italy tried to make their way to Israel, but according to 
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Rädda Barnen, approximately 70% of them died before arrival. Many of the 

children suffered from so-called ―camp psychoses‖ and had lost faith in every-

thing. Youth Aliyah and the Jewish Agency had previously dealt with the task of 

caring for the children.
448

 By this time, awareness seems to have grown within 

Rädda Barnen that help needed to be provided for the children in Israel. 

In Rädda Barnen‘s Annual report from 1950, we can read that representatives 

of the Swedish European Relief had undertaken a journey to Israel. During this 

trip, they came to realize what difficulties this new country was up against. 

750,000 Swedish Crowns was therefore allocated to building and equipping a 

convalescence home for children. Rädda Barnen was going to execute the mis-

sion.
449

 One hundred children should be able to stay at the premises. Ten Swe-

dish wooden houses were going to be built and fully equipped.
450

 In 1953, the 

task was more or less completed, and according to Rädda Barnen, both the Jew-

ish Agency and Youth Aliyah had stated that this establishment was going to be 

the most prominent of its kind in Israel.
451

 

The execution of another assignment under the auspices of Rädda Barnen also 

began during 1953, the establishment of the farmer‘s village Kfar Achmin. The 

mission had been allocated to Rädda Barnen by a committee called the Swedish 

Relief for Israel, led by Swedish Member of Parliament, Waldemar Svensson. 

The committee had gathered the funds, but allocated the task of execution to 

Rädda Barnen. In this village, a nursery school was also established. Houses for 

75 families were to be built, and out of these Rädda Barnen wanted two to be re-

served for Swedish-speaking families. This reservation was made because of all 

the visits the village would undoubtedly receive.
452

 Prior to carrying out the es-

tablishment of this village, it is noted in Rädda Barnen‘s Minutes that some of 

the funds were donated by Americans. It is also noted that the organization con-

sidered that ―on principle‖ the Germans ought to participate in establishing youth 

and childcare in Israel. Rädda Barnen was however, going to provide ―key per-

sonnel‖.
453
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Establishment of the convalescence home for children and the ―Swedish village‖ 

was a success. The inaugurations were attended by high officials from the foreign 

office in Israel, Youth Aliyah, Jewish Agency, the Swedish charge d‘affaires, the 

chairman of the town council of Stockholm and of course representatives from 

Rädda Barnen. At Kfar Achmin, the ―Swedish Village‖, a triumphal arch had 

been raised on the premises where the ceremony was held to honour the dona-

tion. The houses and the nursery had been equipped with Swedish interiors, 

benches in stainless steel, Swedish textiles, Swedish toys and furniture. It was 

again emphasized that two house were not inhabited, because a great many visits 

from Sweden were expected.
454

 Rädda Barnen, together with the Committee for 

Relief to Israel, had made a contribution to both children and adults in Israel. 

This relief action evidently also helped in generating goodwill for Sweden. 

Concluding discussion 

In this chapter we have seen how the ―spiritual recovery‖ of the German the 

people became an important task for Rädda Barnen to participate in. This task 

seems to have been influenced by a larger scheme, initiated by the Americans, 

the so-called denazification of Germans. Denazification was not a concept that 

was used by Rädda Barnen, however, instead the organization talked about spiri-

tual growth. Overall, Rädda Barnen considered it important to gently teach the 

German pedagogues how to raise children in a democratic manner. The organiza-

tion‘s feelings in the matter of the German children were evidently ambivalent. 

The children‘s good and orderly manners are described as admirable, at the same 

time as the children from the refugee camps were described as cheeky and spoilt. 

The ―Prussian discipline‖ and the methods of previous Hitler-Jugend youth lead-

ers were criticized, while the well-behaved German children seem to have been 

highly appreciated. In Germany Rädda Barnen seems to have achieved a position 

as experts on how to create democratically oriented people out of children who 

were marked by the war a position that was less obvious in France. However, the 

issue of children‘s behavior and other aspects of notions of children were visible 

in remarks on ―right kind of children‖ but in this context, it was more related to 

other dimensions.  
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In Germany, France and Israel, it becomes visible that the organization not only 

functioned as a relief organization for children but also as representative of Swe-

dish values and life style. Exporting Sweden – Swedish houses, Swedish textiles, 

Swedish equipment, Swedish toys and also Swedish expertise on child welfare. 

While establishing children‘s homes in France, it was pointed out that, even if it 

was a subordinated goal, goodwill for the country was a positive side effect of 

the relief work. It seems as if this side effect became increasingly more important 

during the years to come.  

Rädda Barnen seems to have been somewhat reluctant to support Jewish child-

ren, but in the early fifties this changed and relief work in Israel was carried out 

in conjunction with Swedish authorities. Here as well, as part of the activities, it 

was important to generate goodwill for Sweden. Perhaps the most visible sign of 

this was the establishment of the Swedish village Kfar Achmin. 

It appears as if the activities that took place in the different countries were in-

fluenced the Swedish political project discussed earlier in the study. The head of 

the political department at the Foreign office, Claes Carbonnier, stated in a doc-

ument distributed to his fellow cabinet members in 1951 that increasing Swedish 

relief efforts was a suitable means of counteracting international criticism of 

Sweden. Rädda Barnen, with its close connection to the Swedish authorities, 

seems to have been helpful in fulfilling this task.  
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Chapter IX 

Conclusion 

By 1956, which marks the final year of the period under study, Rädda Barnen 

had gained an important position in the national and international arenas in ques-

tions concerning child welfare and child protection. The organization had by then 

become an authority with a major impact on where and to which children Swed-

ish relief work should be directed. In the interactions with government and other 

non-governmental organizations, Rädda Barnen had been able to enhance its po-

sition within both national and international context.  This was during a period of 

complex international relations with the establishment of supranational agencies 

as well as dramatic changes on the national level. The Swedish welfare state was 

under construction which involved a redefinition of the role of the philanthropies 

as well as government policies. The Swedish state was set on re-establishing and 

redeeming its good name amongst the nations of the world. Rädda Barnen had to 

find its place in relation to these changing circumstances as well as to the turmoil 

the war had created. Rädda Barnen had to negotiate with Swedish authorities 

plus organizations such the Red Cross and UNICEF on both national and the in-

ternational arena to define its position in relationship to national politics and the 

authority of other non-governmental organizations. These processes – the defini-

tion of an organisational space - are central in the analyses of this study. This 

analysis involves a close examination of the interaction and conflict, not only be-

tween organisations but also between key individuals that form the organisations 

as well as the space defined by the system of support of children, which children 

was to be helped and how the aid was structured. 
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The notion of organizational space helps to conceptualise the processes that took 

place when and with what result Rädda Barnen secured its positions within the 

void that could be identified between the welfare measurements presented by 

other organisations and the definitions of needs of children nationally and inter-

nationally, but sometimes also in conjunction with the ambitions of the Swedish 

government. Two concepts have been useful to describe the choices of the or-

ganisations leaning either towards a universalistic or a cosmopolitan approach 

inspired by Ulrich Beck analyses of cooperation between international organisa-

tions. When these two different approaches have met we have seen that conflicts 

have risen. 

Previous research has shown how child protection became an issue of interna-

tional concern during the first half of the 20
th

 century parallel to the redefinitions 

of childhood and children‘s welfare needs both nationally and internationally. 

International aid has been identified as an arena within which peaceful intercon-

tinental relations could be established without interfering in political issues after 

WWI. Child saving was undoubtedly an arena that was a neutral ground for in-

ternational co-operation, but previous research also indicates it has been part of a 

national self-assertion.  

With this background, let me return to the questions posed initially. How did 

Rädda Barnen achieve a position from which it had the power to influence where 

and to whom relief actions were to be directed? Was it possible to carry out so-

cial work for children in the form of philanthropy in a nation that is in the proc-

ess of defining such tasks as the duty of the state prerogative? How was the 

growth of Rädda Barnen related to the Swedish Government‘s changing role in 

relation to international politics? What factors enabled Rädda Barnen to grow 

into an organization of both national and international importance? How did 

Rädda Barnen‘s advancement affect its interaction with organizations on both the 

national and international level? What was behind the organization‘s decisions to 

direct relief to some children but not others? What factors contributed and were 

important when it was making these decisions? What values and viewpoints were 

these choices an expression of? 

The Swedish Government‘s interest in Swedish international relief work trig-

gered a struggle among non-governmental organizations. As has been demon-

strated, the Swedish Red Cross was reluctant about the Government‘s interfer-

ence and felt its position was endangered. However, Rädda Barnen did not have 
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the same influence as the Swedish Red Cross at this time. In order to be a part of 

the expansion of Swedish international relief aimed at children, it was of vital 

importance for Rädda Barnen to get acceptance for its organisation from the 

Swedish Government, as well as in relation to other non-governmental organiza-

tions. 

 Conflicts arose between the Swedish Committee for International Relief, rep-

resented by cabinet member Alva Myrdal, and the Swedish Red Cross, repre-

sented by Prince Folke Bernadotte.  Folke Bernadotte was adamant in his opinion 

that the Swedish Red Cross was the most appropriate organization to be at the 

forefront of Swedish international relief work. To Alva Myrdal, however, it was 

self-evident that the Swedish government should have the front position in realiz-

ing this task. Rädda Barnen‘s chairman, Margit Levinson, sided with Alva Myr-

dal and joined in her critique of the Swedish Red Cross. 

 An important outcome of the conflicts between the Swedish Red Cross and 

the Swedish Committee for International Relief was that they created an oppor-

tunity for Rädda Barnen to enhance its position. Rädda Barnen gained an impor-

tant position, which made the organization‘s impact in questions concerning re-

lief work significant. The fact that the organization‘s influence had increased 

considerably became evident when Margit Levinson became the chairwoman of 

the association set up to coordinate international aid - The Swedish European Re-

lief.  Rädda Barnen was also one of the organizations consulted by the Swedish 

Foreign Office in questions concerning participation in international relief work. 

By this time, the Swedish Government‘s interest in being in charge of the actual 

execution of Swedish international relief work had evidently faded. Approaches 

from the UN concerning Swedish participation in appeals for the, then, newly 

established UNICEF were referred to the Swedish European Relief. 

 At the outset of its establishment, UNICEF was not perceived as a challenger 

within the field of child relief by Swedish organizations or by IUCW. Participa-

tion in the UNAC campaign turned out to be advantageous for Swedish organiza-

tions, due to the profitable terms of the agreement between the UN and the Swed-

ish European Relief. This changed, however, when the UN decided to alter the 

conditions and no fund gathering was allowed under the UN flag unless the pro-

ceeds went to a UN organization. As we have seen, it was at this point animosity 

against UNICEF began to surface.  With for instance negative reactions from 

IUCW when UNICEF started to appeal for funds from the general public. Or-

ganizations like Rädda Barnen, the Swedish Red Cross and IUCW looked upon 
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this source of income to be the territory of non-governmental organizations. 

UNICEF had a governmental character; they claimed and should, according to 

the organizations, only apply for funds to different countries‘ governments. 

These funds were apparently not enough, however, and it became necessary for 

UNICEF to find other sources of revenue, and the general public was one. 

The conflict with UNICEF came to a head when the UN decided to establish a 

Universal Children‘s Day. Attempts were made by both IUCW and Rädda Ba-

rnen to stop this from being realized. As mentioned previously, through estab-

lishment of the UNICEF committee in Sweden under Rädda Barnen‘s patronage, 

the organization had gained an opportunity to speak within the UN General As-

sembly. Attempts to stop ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘ from being realized failed, 

however, as did efforts to get the credit for instigating such a day. IUCW then 

tried to influence the outlining of the day, but this also failed. It became clear that 

the UN and UNICEF were not interested in the IUCW‘s opinions on how to 

carry out or outline ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘. 

During the discussion, it also became apparent that the two organizations dif-

fered in their notions of children. UNICEF promoted the idea of children as in-

dependent, able to form their own relationships, and also as able to govern their 

own lives, at least partly. IUCW, on the other hand, had its starting point among 

adults, and turned primarily to adults, as they were responsible for children‘s 

lives. It becomes evident that, on the international arena, UNICEF had by this 

time gained a position from which it could overrule IUCW in questions concern-

ing child relief. However, in Sweden in 1956, Rädda Barnen still had the pre-

dominant voice on issues concerning children. Whatever positions the different 

organizations had, the struggles that arose on both the national Swedish level and 

the international level were clearly about gaining a prominent position. In the 

long run, the main issue was which organization would have the predominant 

voice on child relief and questions concerning children.  

The conflicts taking place within IUCW were concurrent with the controver-

sies surrounding the establishment of UNICEF and ‗Universal Children‘s Day‘. 

These debates were triggered by Margit Levinson‘s discontent with how the as-

sociation‘s work was being carried out. 

By the time of the armistice, Rädda Barnen had gained a prominent position 

within Sweden on questions concerning relief work for children. At this time, the 

organization also began taking an interest in the work of its international union. 

This also led to conflicts. Margit Levinson did not agree with IUCW‘s criteria 
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regarding which organizations were to be included in IUCW, nor did she agree 

on the outlining of the organization‘s work. The chairman of the executive com-

mittee, Andree Morier, disagreed and emphasized the importance of the organi-

zation being inclusive and welcoming diversity. If it was not, IUCW would be 

unable to achieve consultative status within the UN, and this was an important 

way to have an influence on questions concerning children. Margit Levinson 

does not appear to have considered this to be important, however, and when the 

Dutch Red Cross applied for IUCW membership, the conflict came to the fore. 

The two women represented two different standpoints on what it meant to be a 

universal organization. Using Ulrich Beck‘s concepts, Andree Morier repre-

sented a cosmopolitan outlook. She welcomed diversity and argued that it was 

not necessary to govern the work of local organizations. Nor did she think that 

local organizations‘ decisions on carrying out relief work had to be channelled 

through IUCW. Her view on this was also in accordance with how the organiza-

tion had worked historically, which involved using local organizations for practi-

cal reasons, but also because they had the best knowledge of the site at which the 

aid was distributed.  

Margit Levinson argued that the work of local organizations should be gov-

erned by the union. A coherent set of rules for how this should to be undertaken 

would also be established, and in this way she represented a universalistic out-

look, as defined by Ulrich Beck. It is uncertain, however, whether she considered 

that being governed by IUCW should apply to the Swedish organization as well. 

When Rädda Barnen attempted to carry out a relief action in Holland, the organi-

zation clearly did not consult IUCW first. 

Rädda Barnen did manage to augment its position owing to Margit Levinson‘s 

work. Apart from being one of the deputy-secretary generals within IUCW, she 

had also obtained the position of vice-chairwoman of the executive committee of 

IUCW. As we have seen, it was also partly because of her that a UNICEF com-

mittee was finally established in Sweden, which enabled Rädda Barnen to be 

heard within the UN General Assembly. 

Concurrently with these conflicts between organizations, Rädda Barnen was 

carrying out relief activities both within Sweden and abroad. A few of these have 

been chosen for a closer investigation in the present study since Rädda Barnen 

also defined its role through the activities it carried out. 

  As pointed out earlier, in Sweden, Rädda Barnen gained an important and in-

fluential position in questions concerning child welfare. The organization gained 
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the trust of several different Swedish authorities and was given authority to carry 

out different tasks in the area of aid to children. Social welfare officers, doctors, 

individuals, the Aliens Commission, the Foreign Office and sometimes even the 

Swedish Government turned to Rädda Barnen to obtain financial contributions, 

the organization‘s opinions in questions concerning children, or in some cases 

Rädda Barnen was assigned tasks to be performed on their behalf. Rädda Barnen 

called meetings with representatives from different authorities and organizations 

to evaluate certain tasks, and these representatives were encouraged to give their 

opinions. However, Rädda Barnen had the final say in many issues. As men-

tioned earlier Swedish welfare was under development during this period but was 

in an early stage. It was within this void Rädda Barnen identified a field where 

the organization could become important also in Sweden in spite of the trend set 

to make it a state enterprise. Rädda Barnen clearly was able to participate in de-

veloping aspects of the national welfare system and fill the role of a government 

agency at occasions.   

As discussed in this book, Rädda Barnen was reluctant to participate in inter-

national relief work for children at the outset of the war however; the interna-

tional union reminded Rädda Barnen of its obligations to the organization. Ap-

parently, UISE considered that if Rädda Barnen was to perform relief work under 

the organization‘s umbrella and name, it had to live up to the founding principles 

too. This created a dilemma for Rädda Barnen, as the organization was eager to 

comply with the Swedish authorities‘ standpoints.  However, as the war pro-

gressed, the Swedish Government re-negotiated its policies and Rädda Barnen 

began executing relief work on the international arena.  Rädda Barnen was reluc-

tant to subordinate itself to IUCW, or any other organization for that matter, 

which also underwrote its ability to obtain an important position. 

 With regard to the child transports, it seems as though Rädda Barnen did not 

have any coherent policies. Some children were considered to be best helped in 

their own countries, while in other cases it was considered appropriate to trans-

port children to Sweden to recuperate. There were undoubtedly children in most 

countries in Europe who needed relief, and choosing which ones to help was 

probably difficult. What is interesting, are Rädda Barnen‘s arguments for not 

helping certain children - it was too costly, it could be considered a political ac-

tion, or it was inappropriate to remove them from their own environment. For in-

stance, it was considered too costly to transport Polish children, but not French or 

Belgian children. Supporting transports of Jewish children from the East to the 
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West was considered a political action, but transporting German children to 

Sweden was not. It was also unsuitable to relocate Polish children, Jewish chil-

dren of concentration camp survivors who lived in Austria, but not Belgian, 

Dutch or Finnish children. The policies for bringing some children, but not oth-

ers, to Sweden were, as we can see different, but it indicates a pattern, also noted 

by Monica Janfelt where priority was given to western European, non-catholic 

children.  

In 1944, warnings started to emerge that separating children from their parents 

might not be a good solution unless the children‘s lives were in direct danger. 

Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham concluded, in their study of war children in 

a London nursery, that the children were more damaged by separation than by 

the acts of war. In Sweden, Alva Myrdal commented the study in one of the 

Swedish newspapers but Rädda Barnen did not take these findings into consid-

eration which can be understood as a consequence of the hesitant attitude toward 

ideas that stressed mother-child relations. In Rädda Barnen‘s views and actions 

the importance of the environment for children‘s development was emphasised. 

Consequently, in the early fifties, when IUCW wanted to investigate what the 

effects of the transports had been on children, Rädda Barnen did not appear to 

have been interested in co-operating on conducting such a study. It would seem 

as the organization believed that if only children were fed and clothed, they 

would recover their physical as well as emotional health.  

In establishing children‘s homes and apprentice homes in Germany, hard 

work, learning a trade, and exposing youth and children to an environment im-

bued with democratic values were emphasized. In France and Israel, the empha-

sis was more on exporting and displaying Swedish high standards. Swedish 

equipment, textiles and houses were transported to these countries, where there 

was a shortage of material after the war. This created an opportunity to export 

Sweden. At the opening of the homes and nurseries, pompous inaugurations took 

place, and as pointed out, the high Swedish standards were put on display. In a 

home for Spanish children in France, the ―right children‖ were selected.  

It appears to have taken a long time before any significant relief was provided 

to Jewish children, but as we have seen, children‘s home and even a ―Swedish 

Village‖ were established in the early fifties in Israel. This too became an oppor-

tunity to export Sweden. 

    As we have seen in the present study, through its activities, Rädda Barnen 

had also obtained an important position for the organization. In liaison with the 
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Swedish Government, Rädda Barnen became an important actor in exporting 

Sweden and creating goodwill for the country. Swedish standards, Swedish ex-

pertise on childcare and Swedish values was promoted. One could even say that 

Rädda Barnen exported Swedish visions. 

My results also confirm the observations in previous research that interna-

tional aid tends to reflect national political positions but also that in some ways 

provides a neutral ground for international cooperation. My study also shows the 

complex relation between governments and non-governmental organizations at 

national and international level.  The establishment of consensus over the neces-

sity to save children also involved national ambitions and sharp conflicts be-

tween organisations which ultimately also defined which children that were 

helped and in what way help was distributed.     
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