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Abstract  This article explores the discussions concerning history textbooks that occurred 

within the Swedish State Approval Scheme for Textbooks (Statens läroboksnämnd) from 1945 to 

1983. By focusing on the negotiation of nationhood and the process of textbook approval as an 

arena for the renegotiation of ways in which history was taught in schools, the article reveals that 

nationalistic sentiment associated with the historical discipline was challenged by intercultural 

and materialist discourses during the period under examination. However, much of the debate 

within the State Approval Scheme for Textbooks indicates that an ethnic nationalist discourse 

and competing discourses introduced in new syllabi for history education after 1945 tended to 

converge. 
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Introduction 

The construction of national historical narratives has long been considered coincident with the 

rise of nationalism, and the institutionalization of historical scholarship is at the heart of this 

construction.1 It has also been asserted that national narratives survived for an extended time in 

schools, even after scholars had begun to question their validity.2 Methodological nationalism—



the unreflective containment of scholarly inquiry within the borders of the nation—has been 

viewed as one of the main reproductive features of the nation as an entity, reconfiguring the 

nation rather than demolishing it in the age of globalization.3 Following the moral bankruptcy of 

ethnic nationalism in the wake of the Second World War, and the rise of education for 

democratic citizenship in most western European countries, history education in general and 

nationalistic history education in particular were questioned.4 The same doubts had arisen in the 

interwar period, but these were not maintained as they were after the Second World War.5 

The topic of this article is the discussions regarding the nation and its history that occurred 

as components of debates about history textbooks under consideration for use in Swedish schools 

between the Second World War and the mid-1980s. These discussions will be related to notions 

about citizenship and identity found in curricula and syllabi for history teaching during this time 

period in an effort to investigate the negotiation of these concepts and to demonstrate the effects 

of the introduction of “new” discourses into the debate over education in general, and history 

education in particular. 

The Swedish Textbook Approval Scheme for Textbooks and Teaching Aids (Statens 

läroboksnämnd and later Läromedelsnämnden) was introduced in 1938 as part of the 

centralization of education during the first part of the twentieth century. Central authorization of 

textbooks ceased in 1983, and the process of governmental examination of textbooks was 

completely abandoned in 1991, at least in part as a step toward decentralization. Between 1938 

and 1974, the approval scheme reviewed all textbooks that were to be used in schools. From 

1974, only textbooks in the social studies subjects (civics, geography, history, and religious 

studies) that were perceived as central for the teaching of these subjects were scrutinized. The 

approval scheme operated under its own authority between 1948 and 1974. Before 1948 and 



after 1974 it operated under the authority of the Swedish National Board of Education 

(Skolöverstyrelsen). The approval board was mandated to review textbooks for possible 

approval, taking into account their objectivity, compliance with current curricula and syllabi, 

physical appearance, content outline, and price.6 After 1974, only objectivity and compliance 

with curricula and syllabi remained as criteria. Because the approval system coincided with the 

Cold War, and since Sweden was a neutral country, many of the discussions about international 

matters concerned the depictions of the Soviet Union and the United States.7 

This system of approval was, of course, ideological and acted as a limitation on the free 

market. However, governmental control was limited to the final step of approval, and the 

textbooks were written and published under the auspices of private or state-owned publishing 

houses.8 The approval scheme was changed considerably in 1983; the board was moved to the 

State Institute for Textbook Information (Statens institut för läromedelsinformation) and the 

textbooks were no longer approved or rejected. Instead, the institute acted somewhat like a 

consumer service by reviewing textbooks with the aim of helping teachers to choose “well-

adjusted” textbooks.9 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Debating the content of history textbooks in relation to syllabi, objectivity, and general narrative 

structure is a discursive activity. It includes negotiation and contestation about rival narratives 

and different conceptions of history, history teaching and learning. I invoke the term negotiation 

to highlight “a highly complex structure of positions and relations, which, in spite of its 

complexity, is moving, evolving, changing.”10 This means three things that are of importance 

here. First, negotiation implies a conflict, and relative positions in conflicts reflect power 



relations. Second, multiple positions are possible, whereby negotiations are not necessarily 

bipolar. Third, positions are not fixed, but instead change and evolve as a consequence of 

negotiation.11 

There are several reasons to direct close attention to the concept of “nation” in the study of 

history. One can, for example, identify two starkly different ways of conceptualizing the nation 

in relation to its own history, and this has repercussions for how historical responsibility is 

ascribed. The nation can be viewed as a political community, and therefore as a political actor, 

with responsibility across generations.12 However, when the nation is treated as a cultural 

community, it is not possible to extend responsibility beyond the ethnic group, and because 

ethnic groups are difficult to define, this is an undertaking that is permeated with ideology.13 

Questions regarding who belongs to which group, and in what way the history of a group is also 

the history of its individual members, defy definitive answers. It is worth noting that “the 

people” (folk) is a problematic discursive construct in relation to the nation. “People” in this 

context can connote any one of a number of different types of collectives, including an ethnic 

group (ethnos), the (free) citizens of a state (demos), or even the extension of a socio-economic 

group. Especially in the Nordic countries, “people” has been used as an extended and inclusive 

class-based construction by which workers and/or farmers constitute the core of “the people.”14 

The definition of the concept of “people” is also at the heart of different definitions of nations as 

either cultural communities (ethnos) or political ones (demos).15 

In this article, the “history textbook arena” is considered to be an order of discourse, that is, 

“the ordered set of discursive practices associated with a particular social domain . . . and 

boundaries and relationships between them.”16 Hence, what it is possible to say in a textbook is 

limited by the order of discourse related to textbooks, which in turn relates to what is regarded as 



common sense or official knowledge.17 Within the order of discourse, different sets of discourses 

are practiced. During the twentieth century, the domination of the nationalist discourse was 

challenged by other discourses, with the democratic discourse being most frequently studied.18 

However, there were also challenges from materialistic, multiperspectivist, global, and 

intercultural discourses.19 The fundamental question addressed in this article is: how did the 

discourse of citizenship change between 1945 and 1983 in state approval discussions regarding 

history textbooks? The secondary question is: how did the introduction of “new” discourses, and 

the challenge they presented to old ways of conceiving history, change the relation of history 

education to the construct of the nation in these discussions? 

With respect to methodology, this article is not primarily concerned with the interaction 

between the context of formulation (curricula) and the context of realization (the approval 

scheme) because both of these arenas are equally important and related to each other as part of 

the negotiation of citizenship and identity on a societal level. In other words, I am not interested 

in whether or not the discussions in one arena fitted the discussions in the other. I regard both 

arenas as a whole, in which different conceptions could influence discussions in different ways 

and lead to new official knowledge in relation to how pupils were to conceive of themselves and 

their place in society.  

All textbook reviews commissioned by the state approval scheme between 1938 and 1991 

are housed in the Swedish National Archives. Because the reviews of history textbooks are 

scattered throughout this archive, it has only been possible to examine some of them. I have 

inspected reviews from 1945 to 1961 (where reviews of history textbooks were extracted and 

easier to access), 1967, 1971, 1976, and 1982 to 1983. Because the reviews completed after 1961 

are filed according to the dates of the meetings at which they were discussed, reviews sometimes 



date from previous years. The years represented in this investigation were selected with reference 

to years in which new syllabi were adopted (1965, 1969, 1970, 1980, and 1981) and thus the 

possibility of new textbooks being reviewed in connection with these new guideline documents. 

In order to accommodate the need for a more even temporal distribution, the year 1976 was also 

included. 

 

Citizenship and the Nation in Swedish History Curricula and Syllabi 

The history syllabi in effect for Swedish secondary schools (realskola and gymnasium) and 

primary schools (folkskola) at the end of the Second World War state that “awakening love for 

one’s country” was among the primary aims of history education. A second objective, which 

should probably be regarded as part of the first, was to “lay the foundation for virtuous 

citizenship.” The means of reaching that goal was to make the history of the state the “backbone 

of the historical accounts” upon which teaching was based.20 This also meant that history was to 

be taught by using the virtues of historical individuals as examples.21 A new trajectory for school 

in general was set forward by the major government inquiry (1946 års skolkommission) into how 

schools were to be organized after the war, which delivered its conclusions in 1948.22 

By the middle of the 1950s, the idea of nationhood as the direct aim of history education 

had disappeared from the syllabus for history and civics. In the lower secondary school 

(realskola) the clear notion of a collective remained, and the only logical inference was that it 

was the nation to which that collective referred, though this was not explicitly stated. The words 

“people,” “ancestral,” and “change” were the focal point of the description of the subject, as well 

as “everyone’s concerted efforts.”23 Similar ideas were advanced in the new curricula, syllabi, 

and methodological instructions for primary school.24 This also entailed weaker emphasis in 



history education on achievements of individuals, and a reduction in the number of dates and 

names pupils were expected to learn. 

In the syllabus for the upper secondary school, history was a subject whose aim was 

“broadening and deepening the pupils’ insights into matters of Swedish and general history, 

especially circumstances of great importance for the culture and social life in our own time.”25 

The intent of history education was also broadened to include aspects of what might be called 

historical thinking.26 In 1956 a more comprehensive syllabus for teaching history in the upper 

secondary school was issued. Its aim was described as “making a substantial effort to foster 

citizens in a free and just society governed by the rule of law, and to contribute to international 

understanding.”27 The foundations of European cultural development were also highlighted in 

the 1956 syllabus.28 

During the 1960s, two new syllabi were introduced for the new, nine-year primary 

compulsory school (grundskola), one in 1962 and another in 1969. Still, the main protagonist in 

history was described as “our people,” but this was no longer accompanied by other expressions 

of collective identity.29 National rhetoric was toned down while the primary historical actor 

became a people, specifically the people who lived in what had become Sweden. 

The upper secondary schools in Sweden were brought under the direction of a common 

organization in the mid-1960s. Its first history syllabus was issued in 1965, and the focus of that 

document was on understanding the world and international relations.30 The syllabus presented 

with the new curriculum for the upper secondary schools in 1970 was a replica of that from 

1965,31 and it took until 1981 before this rather rudimentary syllabus was expanded into a more 

comprehensive guide for teachers of history. Included in the new syllabus from 1981 was an 

acknowledgement that history is not free of values and that it is likely to be used as propaganda. 



Furthermore, the conceptualization of history from the local, via the national and European, to 

the world scale was reversed. It was now supposed to be studied from the perspectives of the 

world, Europe, Scandinavia, and finally the local arena. The nation was actually excluded from 

this hierarchy of organization, but was then elaborated upon in the description of how history on 

different scales was to be approached. “Sweden’s, Scandinavia’s and Europe’s history must be 

fitted into global events as much as possible.”32 There was no mention of citizenship in the new 

syllabus for the 1980s. Instead it was pointed out that history education should focus on different 

cultures and that skills and abilities to understand history are more related to the different needs 

of individuals. “The pupil should . . . be given the opportunity to experience knowledge and 

skills [associated with history] as personally important when understanding the background to 

conditions experienced in the close proximity of the pupil and on a larger societal scale.”33 

The new curriculum and history syllabus for the nine-year compulsory school from 1980 

no longer listed history as a separate subject. Instead, history was called “the time-perspective of 

human activity” and was to be taught as a component of social studies. Although solidarity, 

equality, understanding, and respect were vital concepts, it was nevertheless clear that social 

studies instruction was directed at augmenting pupils’ awareness of their places in time and 

space, by “understanding themselves within a larger context.”34 While placing the self in a larger 

context might be considered a collective endeavor, the context of this exercise was not explicit, 

and there was no mention of understanding society within a larger perspective. It was, rather, 

clearly about the individual. The first item in the syllabus for “Human Activity—The Time 

Perspective” was “my own history.” “Our country” and “Sweden” were mentioned, but it was 

not the history of the nation that was in the foreground. It was, instead, the history of the 

individual, within society.35 



The changes in the aim of history education and its relation to citizenship and collectivity 

shifted from the national project of the interwar period to the era of the individual of the 1980s 

via an elaborate supranational or transnational history education focusing on the understanding 

of human differences. There was also a change from an education based in the virtues and 

accomplishments of individuals to one founded on the virtues, accomplishments, and everyday 

lives of “the people.” This was a rather rapid change of emphasis, and it is certainly questionable 

whether it was accompanied by corresponding changes in textbooks and, of greater relevance for 

this article, if corresponding discussions of textbooks occurred as they were brought up for 

approval by the State Approval Scheme for Textbooks and Teaching Aids. 

Previous research on the negotiated features of the syllabi for history teaching in Sweden 

has shown that teachers were not always content with changes of direction after the Second 

World War, and teachers were, in a sense, obstacles to changing how history was taught. 

However, this research also shows that teachers took active roles not only in interpreting 

curricula and syllabi, but also in their construction, which underlines the negotiated features of 

maintaining and changing educational structures.36 

 

Negotiating the Nation in History Textbooks 

For textbook authors and government textbook reviewers, the most important changes in ideas 

about history education after World War II were probably the focus on social and economic 

factors at the expense of traditional political history and the reduced emphasis on learning names 

and dates. A general observation regarding many textbook reviews was that their authors appear 

to have broadly interpreted the mandate under which they were working. Even if they were 

instructed where and how to direct their comments,37 reviewers took considerable initiative in 



reaching beyond the curricula and syllabi and employing their own knowledge and experience in 

regard to how history should be taught and—as a consequence—how history textbooks should 

be written.38 This points to the negotiated nature of the approval scheme. Reviewers used their 

mandate as supervisors to ensure compliance with the approval board’s directives, but they also 

invoked their mandate to advance their own notions of effective history teaching, which were 

sometimes in line with the directives, but based on their own conceptions of history as part of 

their interpretation of those directives. 

From the History of Kings and Queens to Social History 

Over the years Swedish textbook authors had created a canon of individuals and dates that were 

considered foundational to the study of both Swedish and general history. When the quantity of 

this sort of subject matter diminished in accordance with changes in the guiding documents, the 

question of who goes and who stays was naturally debated. This was the topic of many reviews 

in which reviewers struggled to acknowledge the choices made by textbook authors. During the 

1940s and 1950s a related debate occurred among history teachers and scholars about the 

necessity of personalizing history by tying historical narratives to individuals, especially when 

teaching history to small children.39 There seems to have been an agreement that history teaching 

that focused on individuals was problematic if it failed to elucidate structural causes of historical 

change, but this might nevertheless be the best way to teach history to younger children. 

Admiration for great human personalities was even viewed as a natural propensity of children.40 

While textbook reviewers often commented favorably on reducing the number of names 

pupils were expected to learn, they were seldom in agreement with the authors on which names 

should be excluded. Examination of these reviews reveals the difficulty textbook authors faced in 

attempting to resolve this dilemma, as complaints about omissions of purportedly important 



names, along with admonitions about the excessive use of names overall, frequently appeared in 

the reviews.41 In some instances textbooks referred to individuals but not their names, which 

reviewers criticized as a misinterpretation of the directives in this regard. Instead of steering 

history education toward structural explanations, textbooks continued to focus on individuals, 

only without their explicit names being mentioned.42 

One way of minimizing the need for exact dates in general history taught in secondary 

school, which was favored by reviewers, was to juxtapose events in European history (and, more 

rarely, in Asian, African, and American history) to events in Swedish history with which pupils 

were presumed to be familiar.43 This approach limited the number of particular dates and 

individuals pupils had to learn because they could compare historical events with other events 

without the need to specify precise dates. At a time when history was supposed to be seen as a 

global whole, this appeared to be a rational solution. However, this also meant that Swedish 

history was to occupy a certain amount of time and effort in the study of general, mostly 

European, but also global, history. It might also have contributed to the percolation of global 

history through a national filter, making the nation the conceptual frame of global events. The 

issue was still debated in reviews in the 1960s and 1970s.44 

In 1954 a new textbook for upper secondary history teaching was introduced.45 It became 

one of the most widely used textbooks during the 1950s and 1960s and in 1957 it was in use in 

eighty-seven out of the 145 state grammar schools.46 Instead of the usual lists of monarchs, the 

book ended with a few statistical tables dealing with demography and economics. This was in 

line with the new emphasis on economics and understanding of historical processes at the 

expense of dates, and the personality of kings and queens. However, when the book was 

reviewed within the state approval scheme, this change of emphasis was still questioned. “Why 



not both?”47 Regarding the more sparing invocation of precise dates and specific individuals, the 

reviewer advocated the inclusion of some names that were “usually” mentioned in textbooks. It 

was clearly not the names themselves that were at stake, but rather a traditional conception of 

Swedish history that was tied to these names. Changing who or what history was about was also 

about changing the nation. 

Some of the reviewers were also teachers, who were accustomed to teaching history in a 

certain way, and they sometimes reviewed textbooks on the grounds of more personal 

preferences: 

 

Why do we always see the development of society through the eyes of kings 

and the rulers? Couldn’t you also see it through the eyes of the people? The 

social and economic consequences of the wars, as they were seen by farmers, 

are what this author is trying to explain. The labor issue and the major political 

antagonisms during the latter parts of the nineteenth century are dealt with in a 

commendable way.48 

 

This was, of course, in line with the new guiding documents, but it nevertheless appeared that the 

reviewer was not arguing with reference to the content of the syllabus but rather from a personal 

point of view. This review also highlighted the change in emphasis from kings and rulers to “the 

people.” Although the reviewer provided a substantial definition of “the people” (farmers and 

workers), not all reviewers did likewise. The debate over political history in relation to social 

history continued, but it did not appear as frequently in reviews during the 1960s and 1970s.49 



During the 1980s, textbook authors and reviewers seem to have been in agreement about the 

balance between political and social history.50 

If it remained possible during the 1950s and into the 1960s to get away with writing 

textbooks that did not heed syllabus directions by shifting focus away from kings and wars, such 

was not the case by the 1980s. The history syllabus for compulsory school from 1980 stated that 

history teaching should address “work and life, events and figures.”51 A textbook that focused 

excessively on the second part, events and figures, would attract criticism.52 However, a textbook 

that focused on traditional material while also challenging traditional interpretations and 

judgments associated with such subject matter did not satisfy reviewers. For instance, a much 

less nationalistic but individualistic history was rebuked by reviewers for not focusing on “the 

people.” One example includes a textbook for primary school, reviewed in the 1980s, that 

relentlessly questioned the heroic conception of Swedish kings and depicted wars with focus on 

their cruelty. The review did not affirm the anti-nationalistic sentiment or the questioning of the 

virtues of old Swedish war-kings, but instead criticized its person-oriented narrative.53 

The Nation in Nordic, European, and Global History 

One challenge to amending the approaches of history textbooks, especially in the 1950s, was 

their intertextual connection to a textbook tradition. In many cases the same textbook had been 

used for decades, and the changes made between editions often consisted only of bringing the 

narrative “up to date” without changing anything in the depiction of older history.54 Occasionally 

the reviewers pointed out to editors of newer editions of older textbooks of which the original 

author was deceased, that there had been more changes in the overall way of presenting historical 

events than was reflected in the alterations in those textbooks, especially regarding the 

expectations of incorporating multiple perspectives and transcending the nation as the primary 



unit of analysis. By the 1950s it was, for instance, pointed out that it was problematic to invoke 

the notions of “our” Stone Age, or “the Swedish Stone Age,” when some of the regions of 

Sweden such as Jämtland and Härjedalen (Norwegian until 1645), Halland and Gotland (Danish 

until 1645), Bohuslän (Norwegian until 1658), and Skåne and Blekinge (Danish until 1658) had 

formerly been parts of other countries. However, the reviewers did not refute the idea of any 

nation during the Stone Age, but only that not all parts of contemporary Sweden could be 

considered to have experienced “the Swedish Stone Age.”55 The reviewers advocated the 

inclusion of different perspectives on the history of these parts of Sweden, that is, a Danish or 

Norwegian perspective or, better still, a Nordic point of view designed to balance the Swedish 

one. 

While the syllabus for history was made more international in the 1950s, with more 

emphasis being put on how the histories of different cultures were connected, the textbook 

authors could still get away with traditional writing. One reviewer writing about a textbook for 

primary school (for years four and five, or ten- and eleven-year-olds) claimed that “[t]he subject 

matter is arranged with Swedish and Nordic history of an era first, followed by a brief summary 

of general history in the same era.” This was also associated with “the traditional way of writing 

textbooks,”56 and even though this was not entirely in accord with the syllabus, which directed 

incorporation of Swedish history into general history, it was nevertheless accepted by the 

reviewers. “This way of writing is nowadays widely accepted in history textbooks for primary 

school.”57 By invoking the traditional way of writing textbooks, one of the intentions of the 

syllabus was partially circumvented. The reviewers apparently accepted this because they had 

difficulty conceiving of an alternative. “Any attempt to solve the problem [of writing a narrative 



that incorporates Swedish history into a global frame] is associated with problems.”58 By letting 

traditional textbooks set the standards, traditional history was conserved in schools. 

The old, traditional history textbooks could thus get by on old merits, but as curricula and 

syllabi changed it became increasingly difficult for textbook reviewers to allow textbook 

authors’ archaic conceptions of history, and their outdated styles to continue. When the fifth 

printing of the thirty-second edition of the well-used “Odhner textbook,” originally written in 

1869, was considered for approval almost one hundred years later,59 the reviewer commented 

that it would have to be the final edition of this textbook, citing its antiquated way of 

conceptualizing the nation in relation to general history. However, his statements also made it 

clear that old textbooks, burdened with tradition, are difficult to let go of. “A history teacher 

who, like me, has had the joy of teaching with this textbook would be keen to give it a warm 

salute.”60 

Both authors and reviewers seemed to have trouble changing the history textbooks’ 

inclination to present Swedish history in the traditional way. Although syllabi and curricula 

called for the integration of all subject matter into either multiple stories told from multiple 

perspectives or to take an intercultural and global (in reality mostly European) approach to 

history, the ambiguity continued into the 1960s and 1970s. In 1967 one reviewer wrote, “It 

should be especially stressed that the subject matter about general history has been naturally 

fitted into our own people’s history in order to provide background and relief.”61 In this 

textbook, general history was to facilitate understanding of the national history and not the other 

way around—as the syllabus encouraged. Even when the focus was on the global perspective, 

the history of “our people” remained the centerpiece of history in textbooks, and reviewers for 

the state approval scheme often approved. 



In 1969 the state approval scheme mandated that two historians examine textbooks for the 

new upper secondary school that was launched in the 1960s. Their results were reported in 1970 

and demonstrate that the idea of a more integrated global perspective, which had been introduced 

in the syllabus of 1965, had not been represented in the textbooks in any substantial way. 

Instead, more than half of the subject matter on history after 1918 was classified as non-

integrative in the sense that there was no evident effort to place the material in a global context. 

On the contrary, Swedish history was presented as nationally specific and in a context of its 

own.62 However, the textbook reviews might have had some effect. When one of the textbooks 

examined in 1969 was reissued, it had, according to one reviewer, dramatically increased the 

amount of integrated subject matter, setting historical events in a global context.63 However, 

another reviewer, examining the second part of the same textbook, did not agree, stating that the 

textbook authors had failed to make the global perspective visible and only presented isolated 

events without links to the global level of analysis.64 

 

Materialist and Intercultural Challenges 

The discursive challenge of shifting to a global perspective was accompanied by challenges from 

materialist and intercultural perspectives that might have engendered shifts away from the prior 

focus on wars and “colorful national fathers” and toward the centrality of “the people’s situation” 

and in particular the “life and work” of the people.65 However, greater focus on democracy in 

education does not necessarily entail a reduction in nationalism, and it has been argued that 

nation and democracy go hand in hand, and perhaps this is especially so in the Nordic 

countries.66 



In textbooks for children of younger ages, the desire to narrate history in a way that 

includes the children themselves in the story became more prevalent, and this has been 

demonstrated in research.67 This method has also been advanced by scholars of linguistics as one 

that enhances the readability of texts, especially for younger pupils, for whom connectivity—a 

narrative connection between the reader and the subject matter of the text—is essential in order 

to understand otherwise abstract material.68 This connection between the pupil and the past, often 

achieved by projecting the modern nation onto history, was not considered problematic from the 

perspective of objectivity (which the state approval scheme had an obligation to value and 

ensure). For instance, in 1982 one reviewer observed that a textbook author had used the words 

“we” and “our country” to describe events that took place two or three thousand years ago. The 

reviewer criticized the use of the pronoun “we”—to mean “the Swedes”—in a specific context 

describing innovations such as the domestication of animals and the use of iron that were 

purportedly achieved on “our” own, without outside cultural influences. However, the reviewer 

did not object to the use of the words “we” and “our,” which indicated an ethnic connection 

between the reader (a child in the 1980s) and people who lived up to three thousand years ago. 

Instead it was the idea that these “Swedes” could be credited with advances independent of 

“help” from others (perhaps referring to other ethnic groups) that the reviewer found 

misleading.69 Thus, this review also reified the notion of national or ethnic groups that were able 

to influence one another in an international setting, even during the Iron Age, clearly beyond the 

reach of the concept of “nation.” The challenge from the intercultural discourse was also 

incorporated into a national understanding of history, where the ethnic nation was a precondition 

for cultural exchange, and the pupils of Swedish schools were considered ethnic descendants of a 

particular “people.” 



Coverage of the past two hundred years in the textbooks of the 1980s sometimes exhibited 

materialist sentiments that were detached from the notion of the ethnic nation. In these cases, the 

category of “the people” was, for example, described in terms of the labor movement.70 

However, letters to the state approval board also show that immigrant groups perceived 

themselves as effectively excluded from this “people,” and all popular movements were 

implicitly made up of one ethnic group,71 indirectly making democracy an ethnically distinctive 

struggle. The tendency to incorporate the history of “working people” or “ordinary people” into 

history syllabi and textbooks in the late twentieth century, without acknowledging the Marxist 

and/or feminist perspectives that produced the knowledge of this history, has been pointed out 

elsewhere.72 The failure to incorporate the theoretical implications associated with these 

perspectives might have facilitated the incorporation of these perspectives into the ethnic 

nationalistic discourse.  

In one example from the 1980s a reviewer asks for a history of “the people” in her 

comments on the foreword of a textbook (where the authors state that they wished they could 

write a history without wars). “So why have [the authors] not cut back on the war stories and 

written more about the people’s lives?”73 The history of “the people” seems not to have been 

about replacing the nationalistic narratives with other ones. It was not only about instilling new 

virtues that could be invoked in efforts toward peace education or the socialization of democratic 

citizens. Objections to the histories of kings and wars were also based on something more 

profound. The history of the state and its head was to be replaced by a history of a people. This 

people, when presented as the forebears of contemporary youth, was inescapably defined in 

ethnic terms as the Swedes. The head of a political community and his or her subjects—the 



citizens of a state—were replaced as the protagonists of the narrative by a cultural community 

composed of the ancestors of, and virtuous role models for, modern children. 

Some voices endeavored to limit the ethnification of the histories of peoples. In a review of 

a textbook from the 1970s, a reviewer employed Rurik’s (c. 830–879) alleged involvement in the 

creation of “what eventually was called Russia” to make his point.74 Rather than the textbook 

authors discussing Rurik himself (“strictly speaking, we don’t even know if he really existed”75), 

the reviewer would have preferred a focus on different peoples. However, he wanted to “tone 

down the role of the Swedes—or rather the Sweonas—in the founding of the Russian Empire.”76 

Even if the Sweonas were an ethnic group associated with the modern Swedes, this reviewer 

nevertheless favored efforts to create distance—rather than familiarity—between the school child 

of the 1970s and the people living in the ninth century by not calling those people Swedes. 

 

Conclusions 

Based on changes in the discussions of history textbooks among those involved in the Swedish 

approval scheme, one could argue that Swedish pupils have in fact been educated to participate 

in a more global citizenship. There are clear-cut examples of a less nationalistic tendency over 

time, with respect to the kind of citizens pupils should become. 

However, there are also examples of lingering nationalistic sentiment revealed in the 

textbooks by reviewers, as well as reviewers who longed for the days when their national heroes 

had not been abandoned by textbook authors abiding by changes mandated by history syllabi. 

The negotiation of how history was to be presented, and what sort of citizenship was to be 

fostered, was complex. The approval scheme was not simply a matter of governmental authority 

ensuring adherence to what had already been decided. The negotiation process continued within 



the textbook review process. Especially in the 1950s and 1960s, the traditional national narrative 

had a strong hold on the authors of textbooks and reviewers alike, and the changes made in 

curricula and syllabi were not readily incorporated into textbooks. 

The new syllabi adopted after the Second World War also contained ambiguous 

descriptions of the relations between national and international history. While the latter was 

advocated, there were also tendencies to make citizenship more exclusive by introducing “the 

people” in a materialist and/or nationalistic sense in social and cultural histories. While the 

conceptualization of nationhood had been tied to individuals and their personalities, virtues, and 

heroics (mainly in association with war), social history now made way for a “people’s history.” 

While focusing on the state and the king might be called nationalistic, it carries the implication 

that a state is the primary protagonist, and not an ethnically defined national group. The narrative 

shift toward “the people”—a cultural community referred to with the pronoun “we”—was not 

only nationalistic, but also an expression of ethnic nationalism. What could be described as a 

materialist counter-narrative, or competing discourse, about the struggle of the people actually 

lent itself to an ethnic conception of the nation. This might not have been the point that each 

individual author or reviewer wished to make, but in the negotiation of the narrative of Swedish 

history education, the materialist approach can be conceived as having merged with its 

nationalistic counterpart. The same could also be said about the global and intercultural 

discourses advanced in guiding documents. In discussions about textbooks, these ideas seem to 

have been incorporated into a nationalistic discourse by making global history and intercultural 

exchange the “background and relief” for national history. 

History education and citizen-based state nationalism must recognize the historical 

limitations of the “state” concept. There was no Swedish state during the Stone Age or the 



Bronze Age, and Swedish states borders, once they came into existence, did not coincide with 

the borders of today until the nineteenth century. What is left of “Swedish history” is the history 

of “the people.” Moreover, as this article has shown, the state approval scheme and the textbooks 

that were scrutinized under it clearly opted to make history about an ethnicity rather than about 

the history of citizens in a state. 

Teaching history is a group-making process, and the group that is made often comprises 

not citizens of a state but members of a perceived ethnic group that comes into possession of a 

nation-state. The shift toward the history of a people is easily turned into the history of an ethnic 

group, at least implicitly. In similar fashion to its German counterpart, as demonstrated in history 

textbooks there,77 Swedish history education in the twentieth century implicitly advocates ethnic 

nationalism despite an outspoken foundation in constitutional state citizenship. The sense of 

belonging associated with history seems to have been made contingent on the perception of 

shared ethnicity.  
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