
America and the Future of 
Sweden: Americanization as 
Controlled Modernization 

Martin Alm 
Lund University 

The subject-matter of this article is a short account of and some reflec
tions on the Swedish views on Americanization and the impact of the 
United States from around 1900 to the outbreak of the Second World War 
in 1939. I will begin by saying a few words about modernization and 
Americanization. 

The te1m "modernization" has often been used to denote some specific 
trends of development, such as industrialization, urbani zation, and ratio
nalization. In retrospect it may be fair to call these tendencies "modern," 
but in the last decades scholars have increasingly stressed that there is no 
single way to modernity; the modernization process does not look exactly 
the same everywhere, and there is no way of predicting with certainty 
where it will lead. 1 This is true today and it was true also in the past. 
Thus, to call those "anti-modern" who criticized the development which 
has led us to where we are today may not always be al:curate. In many 
cases, the critics also wanted change and progress, but progress to them 
meant something other than that which afterwards has come to be looked 
upon as the modern development. I intend to use the concept here as rep-
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resenting a vision of a future that is different from both the past and the 
present, regardless of the contents of this vision, which may differ sub
stantially from case to case. 

"Americanization" is a term that has been used - and sometimes 
abused - in many different ways. Sometimes it has been taken to repre
sent a process whereby the United States forces its own culture and ways 
of thinking on other nations. In other contexts, it has simply been identi
fied with modernization. f n this view, modernization has been associated 
with the United States due to the fact that its effects have revealed them
selves somewhat earlier there than in Europe. Today, however, it seems to 
be more common to identify Americanization with a direct borrowing 
from the U.S. of ideas, institutions , methods, or cultural phenomena 
whose American origin stands out plain ly.2 In accordance with this defi
nition, I will let the term stand for a direct borrowing of things that are or 
are believed to be American. 

These conceptual comments have some bearing on what I have to say. 
In my research, I have studied Swedish discussions on America and 
Americanization in the period from about 1900 to 1939.3 During the first 
half of this period, there was a great debate in Sweden concerning the 
emigration to America and how to put an end to it. Emigration was 
believed to drain Sweden of its workforce and to impede the country's 
economic development. Although some participants in this debate denied 
that the U.S. had any real advantages over Sweden, most agreed that in 
fact it was a more highly developed country and that Sweden had to 
reduce this development gap if it was to survive as a nation. Economic 
and social reforms and a national revival were considered imperative in 
order for Sweden to prepare for the future. First of all, Swedish agricul
ture had to expand, it was thought. Here, the United States was frequently 
hailed as a model. The American colonization of the West stood as an 
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example to the unenterprising Swedes, many people claimed.4 But im
provements in agriculture did not suffice; Swedi sh industry needed to 
develop as well. American industry would show the way, and the able 
and disciplined work.force of this industry was considered exemplary.5 

Finally, the Americans showed the way in the efficient construction of 
inexpensive houses and residencies, which was believed to be a very 
important factor in the creation uf a content and thriving working class.6 

In the emigration debate, large groups within the Swedi sh political, 
economic and cultural elites formulated a modernist vision: Sweden must 
reform its economy and society and render them more effective. It was 
framed in a narrative about decay and progress. Contemporary Sweden 
was thought to have sunk into a state of decay, which would have to be 
turned into progress by means of an injection of American energy and 
enterprising spirit. The Americans stood for what the Swedes needed 
most of all: a willingness to do practical work. The U.S. was looked up to 
as the pioneer of technology and efficient working methods that Sweden 
should emulate. 

The central value emphasized by this narrative of a Swedish modern
ization was that of rallying behind the nation and working in solidarity to 
promote its prosperity. Class envy and political strife were be put aside 
for the sake of the common good . This modernization process was to be 
strictly controlled , however: an American-inspired enterprising spirit 
should be introduced, but the government would at the same time secure 
order and stabili ty in society. 

By and large, this vision of modernity was shared by most participants 
in the public debate at the time. However, there were certain noticeable 
differences between conservatives and liberals. Conservatives like 
Rudolf Kjellen and Adri an Molin wanted a material and economical 
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modernization of Sweden, and to this end they were looking for models 
in America. Their ambition was to reform in order to conserve. By Amer
icanizing Sweden in certain respects, they wanted to save other social 
institutions and ideals, that they thought worthy of preservation, by 
giving them a firm material base able to sustain their legitimacy. In their 
view, the U.S. represented an admirable efficiency and work ethics, but 
its democracy and materialistic culture were not considered desirable. A 
complex modern society required a firm leadership which democracy 
was unable to offer. In this conservative vision, economic modernization, 
which was to be modeled largely on American conditions, was a weapon 
in the struggle against spiritual or cultural modernity. 7 

Liberals like Ernst Beckman and G.H. von Koch did not advocate a 
complete Americani zation of Sweden either, but they did not draw the 
line at American democracy or culture. They claimed that democracy was 
a condition for the cultivation of a communal spirit and national soli
darity. The U.S. demonstrated this. Some liberals thought that the social 
reform movements in early 201" century America, with "social settle
ments" and other initiatives, were also a good model for Sweden.8 

Swedish Social Democrats disliked American capitalism, but like the 
liberals they could approve of American democracy. The introduction of 
democracy might make possible a peaceful transformation of society and 
thus prevent revolution, some of them thought. Acording to this view, 
America showed a way to a peaceful form of modernization.9 
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The Interwai· Years: Economical Debates 
In the interwar years, Swedish conservatives and liberals played down 
the role of government in the economy and converged in a favorable 
view of American capitali sm. Private initiative and free enterprise would 
realize the dreams of economic prosperity from the emigration debate. 
Technology and material production would improve the lot of the mass of 
the people. 10 

Swedish engineers and technicians in particular attached great hopes to 
what they considered the American system of economic progress. Amer
ican working methods with their emphasis on specialization and mecha
nization, notably Scientific Management and Fordism, were seen as the 
key to success. An increase in production promised to bring prosperity 
for all. Higher salaries and an increased consumption wou ld solve the 
social conflicts , and the class struggle would perish. Through rationaliza
tion, national reconciliation and social harmony would prevail. 11 

The political left, i.e. , the Social Democrats and the Communists, gen
erally condemned American capitalism, but the trade union movement 
gradually came to see the future in the light of an industrial rationaliza
tion, provided that the workers were given a fair share of the profits from 
these measures and that their degree of union organization did not 
decline. The idea of social stablity through co-operation around new 
methods attracted many labor leaders as well .12 

The employers were int.rested in rationalization but were more skep
tical of the benefits of higher wages for the workers. Some elements in 
American economic life were applicable to Sweden, but others were 
not. 13 However, Sweden eventually chose a way that built on the integra-
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tion of the workers by ecomonic growth and material benefits. The co
operation was framed in more collective forms than in the U.S., though. 

The American New Deal policies from 1933 on softened the Swedish 
Social Democratic Party's attitude towards the U.S. considerably. Now, 
the workers seemed to increase their power in American society and their 
economic conditions improved relatively. In addition, the American gov
ernment assumed a much needed responsibility for regulating and super
vising the economy, as the Social Democrats saw it. Free enterpri se had 
failed. There were several points of similarity between the New Deal and 
the policies of the Swedish Social Demcratic government in the 1930s: 
public relief work paid with market wages, public support of agriculture, 
and an underbalancing of the budget. Swedish Social Democrats some
times referred to the New Deal policies and their real or putative success 
in order to legitimate their own policies. In their view, the U.S. was 
showing the way to an orderly and controlled modernization, based on 
reform instead of revolution. 14 Soon, however, Swedish Social 
Democrats were coming to believe that it was in fact Sweden that was 
showing the way for the U.S., and indeed for the rest of the world. They 
were strenghened in this belief by the panegyric works of Marquis W. 
Childs and some other American writers. The U.S. graduall y became less 
of a model and more of an ally and a companion. Together, these two 
countries had set on a course leading out of the economic crisis of the 
l 930s, it was believed. 15 

The Interwar Years: Cultural Debates 
American culture, that is American values and life-styles, was not viewed 
as favorably by all. Swedish cultural conservatives - conservatives taken 
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in a wide sense - disliked the materalism, standardization, superficiality 
and intellectual levelling they associated with the U.S. and its "mass 
society," as the critics construed it. In most cases, they did not question 
the benefits of technological and material development per se, nor the 
role played by the U.S . in this field, but they feared the values and the 
ways of life that might accompany this development. The means to with
stand this threat were a su·ong defense of the Swedish, and to some ex lent 
European, cultural traditions. This defense was the responsibili ty of the 
educated classes in society. In their view of society as well it was hoped 
that modernization would be controlled: Americanization should be 
restricted to the economic fi eld. Intellectuals like Adrian Molin and Sten 
Selander were hoping that American efficiency could be introduced 
without corrupting Swedish culture. 16 

Some cultural modernists, although they did not want to defend the 
tradition, agreed with the criticism of the perceived standardization and 
materialism in America.17 However, there were also influential mod
ernists who found at least some forms of Americanization desirable even 
in a cultural or spiritual context. The United States, they argued, was a far 
more equal and perhaps more standardized society than the Swedish one, 
but Sweden was inevitably moving in the same direction. Hence, Sweden 
could learn something from the U.S. Modern society was a mass society 
like America. Still, like in most other views, moderni zation must be con
trolled. Individuali sm was untenable when faced with the challenges of 
modern society. It was necessary that the government would be able to 
control the new society and the processes at work within it. To this end, a 
cadre of trained, rational specialists was needed, the so-called social 
engineers. These experts could gain insights and knowledge from 
America, the most modern society of all. American sociology and social 
psychology were already dealing with the problems of modern society 
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and had a g reat deal to teach the Swedes. Thus, Americanization would in 
a sense become a means to regulate the future development in Sweden. 
Alva and Gunnar Myrdal were well-known proponents of these views. 18 

Concluding Remarks 
Many Swedish intellectuals, technicians, and businessmen in the period 
1900- 1939 took an interest in the United States and the phenomena and 
tendencies they thought they could di scern there. Their concern was with 
understanding the causes and effects of the American development, 
which they hoped would enable them to better analyze and control the 
Swedish development. The urge to bring about a form of controlled mod
ernization in Sweden was a fundamental element in thi s interest. Mod
erni zation was an extensive and multifaceted process that was radically 
transforming a number of different areas of life in an unpredictable 
manner. Swedish intellectuals wanted not only to be able to guess the 
outcome of this process but also to control it. Here, Americanization, if it 
could be controlled, was regarded as a possible resource to use in order to 
achieve the wanted results. Not infrequently, Americanization was held 
up as an alternative to both rigid, obstinate conservatism and wild-eyed 
radicalism. The American spirit and methods would generate economic 
growth, thereby settling social and political conflict and forestaJling rev
olution. At the same time, the problems of social and political community 
would be solved under more ordered conditions in Sweden than in 
America itself, it was hoped. 

Modernization gave rise to questions concerning human nature and the 
ideal socie ty. These questions were manifested in other questions of a 
more limited extent regarding social values, pol itical systems, and the 
conditions of daily life. The answers to these questions varied. There 
were severnl ways to interpret the direction and character of the modern-

18. Jan Olof Nilsson, Alva Myrdal - en virvel i den modema stro111111e11 (Stockholm/Stehag: Symposion, 
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ization process, and to identify it with Americanization, which in its turn 
could also be interpreted in more than one way, was but one. But Ameri
canization was more often than not considered to be a process that should 
be adopted selectively and adapted to Swedish conditions. Jn that way, 
changes would not get out of hand but could be kept sensible and mod
erate . 
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