
Introduction
A hundred years ago Stockholm,
the capital city of Sweden, was
experiencing major change.
Industrialisation had recently
started and in only half a century
the population had increased by
more than 300 per cent to reach
more than 300,000 inhabitants by
1905. This increase was a result of
urbanisation, although a native
surplus also played a role. Almost
one in ten persons received relief
and one quarter of the working-
class citizens were lodgers
(Statistisk årsbok för Stockholms

stad, 1912, table 11, table 21 and
table 32; Statistisk årsbok för
Stockholms stad, 1905, table 19;
FVO 75 år, 1964). In addition to
public poor relief, there were
around one thousand institutions,
associations or funds in Stockholm
that existed to help the poor. Such
a large number of institutions in a
city with only 300,000 inhabitants,
most of them poor, caused
difficulties for the philanthropists
when they came to raise money,
and they were forced to operate in
a market-like situation.
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This article examines ways in which philanthropic activists raised
money for charitable purposes. The focus is on four charitable
organisations in Stockholm, Sweden, at the end of the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth centuries. The population of
Stockholm was small at the time, and the large number of different
charitable institutions, associations or funds that existed meant that
the organised philanthropists in this market-like situation had to act
in ways that were persuasive towards the providers of money. They
had to count on the variable of the popularity or lack of popularity of
the group they wished to help when they decided which methods to
use in order to raise money for their work. Apart from this main focus,
the article also contains a brief analysis of the possible differences
between charities run by men and charities run by women.
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Swedish (and Nordic) research into
philanthropy is a modern
phenomenon. It started in the mid-
1980s, perhaps partly as a result of
the dismantling of the Swedish
welfare system and partly because
of the growing interest in gender
research. Its focus has been on
women – their supposed special
talents for child care, the moral
overtones implicit in such care,
their reasons for entering the
philanthropic area and their
participation in philanthropy as a
way of leaving their private spheres
and insinuating themselves into
society and its development. In
short, the philanthropic arena has
made it possible to study and show
women’s participation in the public
sphere, in society. Also, almost all
the Nordic research has dealt with
the performance of charity. There
has been little interest in how the
money was raised, and therefore
our knowledge of that aspect of
philanthropic action is very limited
(Jordansson, 1998; Weiner, 1995;
Sundkvist, 1995; Taussi Sjöberg,
1995). In contrast, other research
has analysed more deeply how
funds were raised (Ramsay, 1993;
Prochaska, 1980). There has also
been very little interest in
philanthropic men – who they were,
why they became involved in
charity and whether their way of
acting differed from that of women.

In addition to this gender
awareness, this article focuses on
the methods by which philanthropic
actors raised the money. The
practice of philanthropy in
Stockholm will be examined as a
market-like situation where the
organised philanthropists, in a
competitive environment, had to act
in a persuasive way towards the
potential providers of money. My
hypothesis is that for the
philanthropists there was one
important variable they had to be
concerned with when collecting
money: the popularity or lack of
popularity of the group they wished
to help. How important were these
considerations when philanthropists
chose how, and with what means,
they decided to collect money?

The first two decades of four
different charitable organisations
that were active in Stockholm at the
end of the nineteenth and
beginning of the twentieth centuries
will be investigated. The
organisations have been chosen for
a number of reasons, including the
purpose of their foundation and the
different groups of people they
aimed to help. These organisations
are the Sisters of Charity (Soeurs
de Charité), the Association for
Health Care in Poor Homes
(Föreningen för Sjukvård i Fattiga
Hem), the Society of the Children’s
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Day (Barnens Dags Förening) and
the Foundation Books for the Blind
(Stiftelsen de Blindas Bokfond).
Each of these will be considered in
turn.

The Sisters of Charity
The Sisters of Charity was founded
in 1874 by a handful of young
schoolgirls with the aim of helping
poor children on a spontaneous
basis. As there are no records of
the first decades – the records start
from 1892 – our knowledge of the
early organisation is minimal. In
1892, there were twenty female
members who met once a week to
sew and knit in order to produce
items they could sell. The income
these sales generated financed the
provision of food in school for poor
children. Every week one of the
members helped to serve the
children and to supervise the
feeding of them. The organisation
also brought food to poor elderly
ladies from the well-off classes
(pauvres honteux).

In the same year the Sisters of
Charity started the task that came
to be their main interest: to run, and
later to build and manage, a home
for sick children. Their own building
was constructed in 1908 and two
years later they stopped serving
food to poor elderly ladies. After
another two years they also

stopped serving food to poor
children. From 1912 their one and
only philanthropic activity was to
run the home for sick children. All
the active members were women,
and the board consisted exclusively
of women. But the Sisters of
Charity also had passive members,
mostly women. In 1899, for
example, 69 per cent of the 242
passive members were women. Of
the male members, many were
relatives of female members and
had most probably been
encouraged by them to become
members (Verksamhetsberättelse
1899, Archive of the Sisters of
Charity, Stockholms stadsarkiv).
The Sisters of Charity had various
ways of financing their activities.
Apart from the yearly membership
fees paid by both active and
passive members, the organisation
ran bazaars to make money.
Stockholm was, as mentioned
before, a place with many
charitable events and these were
not always looked upon positively.
An undated article from an
unknown newspaper noted: 

Even this organisation has turned
to the more uninviting than pleasant
means to arrange bazaars (F2
Strödda handl, Ang. Fören,
Verksamhet och ekonomi 1877-
1938, Archive of the Sisters of
Charity, Stockholms stadsarkiv). 
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They combined their bazaars with
soirees that had a variety of
themes, such as Rococo, Italy, the
Renaissance or the Orient. These
events were held in places normally
visited by the middle and upper
classes, such as the Grand Hotel or
the Royal Theatre. They were
clearly aimed at the upper socio-
economic groups of Stockholmers.

From 1892, the organisation began
to look more actively for private
donations as it started to build up a
foundation to finance the future
construction of a home for sick
children. But it was not until the
turn of the century that the private
gifts, bigger donations and legacies
became increasingly important.
Until the beginning of the twentieth
century, the main part of the annual
income came from the bazaars and
soirees described above. Apart
from money from these groups of
Stockholm inhabitants, the Sisters
of Charity also secured yearly
financial support from the local
parish, the municipality of
Stockholm and a private foundation
(Archive of the Sisters of Charity,
Stockholms stadsarkiv).

The Association for Health Care
in Poor Homes
The Association for Health Care in
Poor Homes was founded in 1889

by eight women from the upper
socio-economic strata of
Stockholm. Their purpose was to
give medical treatment to poor
people in their own homes, a
mission that the organisation
maintained throughout the period
under investigation. In order to do
this, the association employed two
nurses and rented a small flat that
they could use as their polio clinic. 

From the very start, the Association
for Health Care in Poor Homes was
strongly opposed to providing any
money or material gifts for the poor.
Its aim was to give medical
treatment and health care, and
nothing else. Only if the nurse
claimed that the provision of
nutritious food was absolutely
necessary to aid recovery from an
illness could an exception be made
and food given. This anti-gifts
attitude was so strong that the
nurses were forbidden even to give
private gifts or money to those they
treated. The Association for Health
Care in Poor Homes was in this
respect reacting to the change in
philanthropic thinking that took
place at the end of the nineteenth
century. This derived from the
foundation of the Association for
Organising Charity (Föreningen för
Välgörenhetens Ordnande) in 1868.
This organisation was strongly
opposed to what it perceived to be
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the indiscriminate help that was
given to the poor. Instead, these
new philanthropists aimed for a
more scientific way of organising
charity that was to encourage self-
help (Bratt, 1964).

It is interesting to note that the
Association for Health Care in Poor
Homes came to concentrate more
on giving treatment to mothers than
to fathers. Its view was that if the
mother were to be admitted to
hospital, the home and the children
would suffer. If the father went to
hospital, nothing much would
change in the home, except that
the woman would have a lighter
burden as she would not have to
look after her husband as well.

The initiative for the foundation of
the organisation in 1888 came from
Mrs Ebba Lind af Hageby, a woman
from a well-known and highly
respected intellectual family. She
was prompted to do this after the
death of her husband. Both men
and women were members of the
organisation, but the vast majority
of the board members were
women, some of them participants
in the recently started Swedish
women’s movement. Apart from the
appointed male medical doctors,
there were only two men on the
board during the period under
investigation. Within the board an

executive committee was elected.
This committee consisted of three
women (two of them in post
throughout the investigated period)
who were in charge of the nurses
and the medical help they gave to
the poor. Doctors were consulted
on medical matters, but in all other
areas the decisions were made by
the women.

Ebba Lind af Hageby gave a
private donation to start the
organisation. Thereafter the first
two years were financed mainly by
membership fees. From 1890 the
organisation also received the
yearly sums of 1,200 Swedish
crowns from the local parish and
700 Swedish crowns from Ebba
Lind af Hageby. These two regular
sums constituted the organisation’s
basic income. Private donations
and legacies were also given, but
the Association for Health Care in
Poor Homes never asked for
money from a wider public. It did
not organise any bazaars, lotteries,
soirees or other events. Whenever
the organisation needed money for
a special purpose, an anonymous
donor turned up and gave what
was needed. How this donor got to
know the needs of the organisation
is not revealed in the sources, but
they suggest that Mrs Ebba Lind af
Hageby may either have asked
some of her friends for money, or
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used her private fortune to finance
the charity (Archive of the
Association for Health Care in Poor
Homes, Stockholms stadsarkiv).

The Society of the Children’s Day
The very first Children’s Day took
place in Stockholm in 1905. For
director Claes Virgin, who initiated
the event and was responsible for
its management until 1908, the
vision was to transform the streets
and squares of central Stockholm
into a huge people’s party, in order
to collect money. The novelty of this
approach lay in the fact that
everyone was invited to participate,
not merely the well-off classes. 

In 1909 the Society of the
Children’s Day was founded. The
initial purpose of this organisation
was to collect as much money as
possible to pass on to existing
organisations for the provision of
summer holiday camps. From 1911
the Society of the Children’s Day
used part of the money it had
collected to construct its own camp
area with a number of summer
holiday camps on a peninsula in the
Stockholm archipelago.

There are no membership lists in
the archive, but sources reveal that
the organisation was run almost
exclusively by men. In contrast to
the two organisations presented
above, the Society of the Children’s

Day did nothing to attract new
members so as to increase the
yearly income through membership
fees. During the period investigated
there were a few women on the
board, but they were never in
important positions, such as the
executive committees and so on.
The Society of the Children’s Day
was directed by middle-class
professional men, including
publishers, journalists or
businessmen. 

Their main interest seems to have
been in organising the festivities.
But after having bought the land
where they could construct summer
holiday camps, named the
Children’s Island, some of them
focused on that project: the creation
of a proper society for the camps in
a limited area. Only one of the men
in the organisation took an active
role in running the life of the camps. 

In 1905 the main idea had been to
transform the streets of downtown
Stockholm into a festival. The
initiator Claes Virgin used 2,000
collection boxes and organised as
many people as possible to roam
the streets begging passers-by for
money. To underline the festive
feeling, some of the collectors
dressed up in fancy clothes, while
others played musical instruments
and sang. During the weekend
when the festival took place, there
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were many extra events for which
the guests had to pay an entrance
fee. There was a soiree, a concert
and a matinee theatre and in the
Athletic Park there were all-day
performances. 

Over the years the Children’s Day
was extended with more
spectacular events. An increasing
number of shopkeepers and other
organisations became interested
and supported the event with
special offers. The Society of the
Children’s Day also arranged a
lottery that became its main source
of income. This very successful
lottery was copied by other
charities.

By inviting not only the well-off, but
also ordinary people, the Society of
the Children’s Day brought Swedish
charity out of its closet and into the
public domain. From 1910 income
also came from donations and
legacies. And well into the twentieth
century the organisation still did not
receive any money from the public
sector (Hollari-Holmberg, 1996;
Archive of the Children’s Day,
Stockholms staddsmuseum).

Foundation Books for the Blind
Foundation Books for the Blind was
founded on the initiative of Carl
Thulin in 1916. The purpose was to
raise money to build up a

foundation, the profits from which
would be used to produce books,
preferably educational books, in
Braille. The basic concern of the
foundation was that blind people,
no matter how talented they were,
had problems finding interesting
and qualified work in the labour
market as they had great difficulties
in securing an education.
Foundation Books for the Blind
aimed to change that by producing
Braille books it could sell cheaply to
blind people.

This organisation had no members,
nor did it wish to have any. It was
managed by a board consisting of
five men. They all came from
wealthy backgrounds and were
respected persons. Most of them
were well known to the intellectuals
of Stockholm at that time. These
men were chosen personally by the
founder of the organisation, and
their purpose was to collect enough
money to build it up. Later on, the
task for the board was to decide
which educational books were to be
printed and published in Braille. A
much smaller subsidiary function of
their organisation was to award
annual grants to talented blind
people. Apart from these goals, the
activists had no plans to participate
personally in the organisation’s
charity.
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Like the Society of the Children’s
Day, the organisation did not ask
for or receive any money from the
public sector. Foundation Books for
the Blind used another method to
raise money. The founder Carl
Thulin (who was himself blind as
the result of an accident in his
youth) made his secretary write
begging letters not only to the
richest Swedes, but also to a
variety of firms and businesses that
he himself knew or had heard of. In
order to find donors he used the

Taxation List, a recent annual
publication that listed the richest
people in Sweden – and their
yearly income. 

Carl Thulin wrote more than five
hundred letters during the first
twenty years of the life of the
organisation and 259 recipients of
his letter agreed to send money,
often quite large sums (Archive of
Foundation Books for the Blind,
Private holding). Interestingly, out of
those who failed to respond
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Name Group of Members Actors Meeting with Main source of
needy the poor and income

needy

Sisters of Children Women Women Participation in Membership fees
Charity and men child care Public money

Donations/legacies
Bazaars/soirees

The Association Poor and Women Women Partipation in Membership fees
for Health sick people and men nursing homes Public money
Care in Donations/legacies
Poor Homes Gifts from 

members

The Association Children Women Men No Donations/legacies
of Children’s and men Bazaars/soirees
Day Open street 

festivals

Foundation Blind Men Men No Gifts requested
Books for the from wealthy
Blind individuals and

companies

Table 1: The different philanthropic organisations; their members and
actors in a gendered perspective; the needy; the extent of meeting with
the needy; and main sources of income.



positively, 56 per cent (114 people)
claimed that they already supported
different philanthropic organisations
and that they were overwhelmed
with petitions for money (Archive of
the Foundation Books for the
Blind). 

Conclusions
In order to clarify the comparative
analysis, some major aspects of
the four investigated organisations
are shown in table 1.

Philanthropic women not only had
the task of collecting money, but
were also personally involved in
philanthropic activities, reflecting
the separate spheres for women
and men that existed during the
period being considered. Women
from the upper socio-economic
strata were expected to pass on
moral values and standards to
those in the lower classes who
needed help. This they did not only
by visiting the poor, but also by
participating in the work among the
poor and/or in carefully supervising
the persons employed to do so
(Lewis, 1991).

The philanthropic men acted – and
were expected to act – quite
differently. They engaged in charity
in ways that did not demand their
personal presence. Their actions
were such that they did not have to

meet the needy. Philanthropic men
in this investigation focused on
collecting money. In the case of the
Association of the Children’s Day,
they also focused on building a
miniature society – the Children’s
Island. In both cases they invented
new methods for collecting money,
such as turning to all the citizens of
Stockholm with requests for money,
as the Association of Children’s
Day did, or using the information in
the new Taxation List to direct the
pleas for money in a more scientific
way – the preferred method of
Foundation Books for the Blind.

Another gendered difference for
which there is no obvious
explanation is that the female-
dominated organisations, but not
the male-dominated ones, applied
for money from the public sector. 

Focusing on the methods used to
collect money, interesting results
may be drawn from the table
above. It shows some similarities
between the organisations. Three
of the four organisations collected
money through a range of channels
(quite often the same ones), such
as donations and legacies. These
types of income did not require
effort on the part of the
philanthropists. Once the
organisation was well known, with a
good reputation and a large
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membership, the money poured in.
The focus must therefore be
directed towards those
philanthropists who had to put effort
and engagement in collecting
money. It is in this area that the
results are interesting. Although
there are risks in drawing general
conclusions based on only four
organisations, it is interesting to
examine those that needed energy
and planning to raise funds. 

The two organisations focusing on
helping children in need both
concentrated on a wide group of
people, asking for a little money
from a large number of donors. The
way to attract these donors was to
arrange public events. In doing this,
philanthropists had to turn to a large
number of people and to ask for
their participation in a small way: for
example, by selling lottery tickets,
selling items in bazaars, arranging
events and/or shaking collection
boxes in public. The main difference
between them was that the
Association of Children’s Day
invited the whole population of
Stockholm, both rich and poor,
while the Sisters of Charity
traditionally turned to members of
their own class, the wealthy. These
two organisations must have
considered it quite easy to
persuade people to give money to
children in need, as they were a
popular group to help. 

The other two organisations, the
Association for Health Care in Poor
Homes and Foundation Books for
the Blind, used a different strategy.
Their philanthropists concentrated
on attracting larger sums of money.
To do this, they had to persuade a
small group of people of the
importance of their work. These two
organisations seem to have been
aware that, in a competitive charity
market, the beneficiaries of their
activities were not as attractive to
donors and did not elicit the same
sort of generous response as poor
children. Therefore they had to
persuade a smaller number of
people to help, hoping that each
individual would donate a large sum
of money to those less popular
groups, blind and sick adults. 

In view of the above results, it might
be correct to describe Stockholm at
the end of the nineteenth and the
beginning of the twentieth century
as a city where the existence of
many charitable organisations
meant that wealthy citizens were
confronted by so many requests for
money that they had to select which
charity they wanted to support. The
philanthropists were aware of this
situation and therefore had to act in
a strategic and probably competitive
way in order to be successful in
raising money. The popularity of the
group the philanthropists wanted to
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help determined by what means
they would focus their energy and
effort in collecting money. 
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