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Abstract: This article deals with the teaching of American his-
tory in Sweden. It focuses on developments at Uppsala Univer-
sity, where a course in American history has been taught since
1996, as a part of our American studies sequence. Placing it
within the larger context of doing American studies in Sweden,
it traces the development of the course discusses important
topics taught and the challenges of finding suitable reading
materials for students enrolled in the course.
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In October 1996, the Swedish Institute for North
American Studies (SINAS) at Uppsala University
introduced a five-week module in American his-
tory at the undergraduate level. It was part of a
semester-long course called “Basic course in
North American studies,” where the other three
courses included “Introduction to the societies
and cultures of North America,” “American poli-
tics,” and “American and Canadian literature of
the 20th Century.” | had the privilege of being a
part of the planning and establishment of this
course, and for over a quarter of a century | have
taught the course in American history. This arti-
cle provides some reflections on the experi-
ences of teaching the course and on the chal-
lenges of doing American history in Uppsala and
in Sweden.

The course in 1996 was not the first time that
American history was taught at Uppsala Univer-
sity. It had been part of the history curriculum
since the 1960s in the general survey courses of
Western/world history for undergraduate stu-
dents. It was, however, most likely the first sep-
arate course in American history offered at Upp-
sala University. The course plan that was
adopted describes the course in the following
way:

[t]he course gives an overview of American
history from colonial times to the present
day. Special emphasis is placed on aspects
related to American exceptionalism and
ethnicity. The goal is to give students a bet-
ter understanding of contemporary Amer-
ican society by deepening their under-
standing of important events and forces
that have helped shape its history.’

The short paragraph captures some of the chal-
lenges of teaching American history in Sweden.
One the one hand, the great majority of Swedish
undergraduate university students in an intro-
ductory course in American history come to the
classroom with often fairly sketchy notions of
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American history from their secondary-school
training. Thus, an American history course at the
introductory level needs to give an overview of
American history.

Furthermore, the course took into account the
significance of location—the fact that it was
taught outside the United States. We included
aspects that students could be assumed to have
some familiarity with, or dimensions of Ameri-
can history that lent themselves to comparisons
with other countries. In this case, ethnicity (and
the experience of American immigration) was
assumed to be familiar to the Swedish students,
while the discussion of exceptionalism gave the
students an opportunity to think of American
history from a comparative and contrastive per-
spective.

The experiences of the first group of students
were positive overall. A few quotes from the
course evaluation include “incredibly good,” “I
am very happy with this course,” and “I learned
a great deal.” Negative comments pointed to the
compressed time frame (the course was taught
twice a week over a five-week period), and, as
one student pointed out, “it seems impossible to
cover more than two hundred years in five
weeks.” No students addressed the issue of
prior knowledge or preparation for American
history, while a few commented positively on the
special emphasis on ethnicity and exceptional-
ism.?

The course has continued to be taught for al-
most three decades. It has remained popular,
with robust enrollment numbers. It also exists as
an online distance course. The basic elements
have remained the same—an overview with a
special emphasis on topics that resonate with
the domestic, Swedish context. The current
course description reads:

The course gives an overview of the histor-
ical developments in that geographic area
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which is today the United States. The em-
phasis is on the period from colonial times
to the present. There is special focus on so-
cial, political, and cultural dimensions and
on the role of diversity in American his-
tory.?

It can be noted that the emphasis on ethnicity
has been replaced by “diversity,” and that “ex-
ceptionalism” as an explicit theme has been re-
moved. However, the question “how different is
the United States?” is still introduced and dis-
cussed during the course. As a number of inter-
national students take the course (it is one of the
English-language courses available to non-Swe-
dish speaking students at Uppsala University),
the comparative element is used as both an ac-
ademic and a pedagogical tool.

The phrase “that geographic area which is today
the United States” should also be noted. It is a
way of recognizing that the geographic configu-
ration of the United States has changed over the
years. It provides an opportunity to problema-
tize westward expansion and manifest destiny,
as students all too often are bound by what Dan-
iel Immerwahr calls the “logo map” of the United
States.* It also reflects an increasing awareness
of the conflict between the Eurocentric and In-
digenous view of the history of what became the
United States, something which has increasingly
become a topic of discussion in the American
studies community in the Nordic countries.”

Of course, the development away from excep-
tionalism and the questioning of Eurocentrism
mirrors developments in American historiog-
raphy. With regard to exceptionalism, our loca-
tion in Sweden lends itself to fruitful discussions
with our Swedish and international students
that are different than if the course had been
taught in the United States. The political or ideo-
logical aspects of American exceptionalism so
noticeable in American academic milieus work in
different ways here. Even though we discuss the
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consequences of an argument that says that the
United States is not only different but also bet-
ter, the geographic, cultural, and political dis-
tances between the two countries mean that
contexts are less ideologically charged. The dis-
cussions take on a more distanced and aca-
demic meaning. The challenge to the Eurocen-
tric seems to be more natural for our students.
One explanation can be many years of discus-
sion of postcolonialism in the humanities and
social sciences in Sweden. Another factor is a
growing awareness of Swedish colonialism and
Indigeneity, both in North America and in Swe-
den itself.

Course Literature

The significance of location is particularly notice-
able when it comes to the course literature,
which is a special challenge when teaching
American history outside of the United States.
There is a plethora of textbooks on American
history. The sleek, pedagogically designed, nicely
illustrated books, these days often linked to ex-
tensive online resources, are clearly produced
with the large American market for undergradu-
ate US history survey courses in mind. Although
the requirements vary from state to state, and
although the quality of instruction is often be-
moaned, it is still safe to assume that the major-
ity of American first-year university students
have taken one or two courses in American his-
tory in high school. This means that almost all of
the American textbooks are intended for stu-
dents with an American education who have al-
ready taken courses in American history. The
books can thus not immediately be used in a
Swedish classroom. In addition, our courses are
usually shorter than their often semester-long
equivalents in the United States.

We have had to seek other course books. For
many years we used The Free and the Unfree by



Peter Carroll and David Noble. Originally pub-
lished in 1977, it has undergone revisions and
appeared in several editions. As the title sug-
gests, the book is structured around freedom
and unfreedom in American history, a theme
many of the Swedish students were familiar
with. Its length also made it possible to teach in
five weeks. When The Free and the Unfree finally
went out of print, we opted for Philip Jenkins's A
History of the United States, now in its fifth edition.
The book is a highly readable survey of American
history, pointing to several important lines of de-
velopment in American history.

In recent years, we have added Jill Lepore’s This
America: The Case for the Nation (2019), which ex-
plicitly deals with American nationhood and the
question of who has been included or excluded
in the American nation. She wrote it while work-
ing on These Truths—a massive one-volume his-
tory of the United States—partly to reflect on the
nature of writing a national history.® Students
have responded well to Lepore. The book is an-
alytical and thesis driven, and complements Jen-
kins's textbook, which is more of a traditional
textbook survey. It gives us a good opportunity
to raise theoretical and methodological aspects
of nationality and the issues of selection in-
volved in writing a national history. It helps the
students understand the contentious nature of
history, both American and of other countries.
We read Lepore at the end of the course, and it
works very well as a conclusion to the course.

There are also shorter pieces in the course, such
as an article by Ta-Nehisi Coates and excerpts
from Ronald Takaki's A Different Mirror. The inter-
net also provides excellent online resources that
resonate with today’s technologically oriented
students. We ask them to watch and consider
lectures by American historians Daniel Immer-
wahr, Matthew Frye Jacobson, and Gordon
Wood, to listen to an episode from the public ra-
dio show BackStory with Ed Ayers, Brian Balogh,
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and Peter Onuf, and to watch Barack Obama’s
speech in Selma, Alabama, from 2015.

The Larger Context

Our history course is also related to the wider
position of American studies in Sweden. The
country has had close cultural and social rela-
tions with the United States for two centuries,
partly due to the long migration history between
the two countries since the early nineteenth cen-
tury, and to a common sense of modernity since
the early twentieth century.’ Still, the academic
fields of American studies and American history
have been weakly developed. In two overviews
from 1958 and 1985, respectively, Norwegian
Americanist Sigmund Skard and Swedish histo-
rian Harald Runblom point to the paucity of Swe-
dish academic work on American history and
note the unwillingness of Swedish historians to
go beyond their country for topics.® In a recent
discussion, furthermore, Adam Hjorthén has
noted the contrast between the very strong gen-
eral interest in the United States in Sweden and
the weakly developed Swedish academic inter-
est, calling it a “Swedish-American paradox.” It
is a paradox that also influences the teaching of
American history in Sweden.

A large research project on trans-Atlantic migra-
tion in Uppsala during the 1960s and 1970s is a
major exception. Scores of dissertations, books,
and articles were written, in which the United
States played an important role.' Still, most of
the emphasis remained on the Swedish side of
the migration, and few studies focused on the
United States proper.’" As a part of the cultural
Cold War, there was also an American interest in
US governmental and non-governmental organ-
izations to promote American studies and Amer-
ican studies in Sweden. Plans existed to create a
special chair in American history at Uppsala Uni-
versity, which would have been the only one in
the country, building on the migration project
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and with support from, for example, the Ameri-
can Council of Learned Societies.

A separate library for American history was es-
tablished and a Swedish language textbook on
American history—Férenta Staternas Historia by
Hakan Berggren—was published in in 1966 in
anticipation of such a decision. Eventually, how-
ever, the University opted for a separate profes-
sorship in American literature in the Depart-
ment of English, where this field of study had
been growing since the early 1950s, with signifi-
cant support from the Rockefeller Foundation.
The decision not to establish a chair in American
history meant that Swedish historians did not
take the step from Swedish-American history to
“regular” American history. The strong interest
in trans-Atlantic migration and in mobility was
instead channeled into social and geographical
mobility studies dealing with Sweden itself. In
addition, demography became emphasized, and
eventually a special chair in demographic his-
tory—instead of American history—was estab-
lished, at Umea University.

How different is Sweden from other countries in
its approach to American history? Answering
that question requires yet-to-be-made system-
atic comparisons, but the contributions to Histo-
rians Across Borders from 2014' suggest that the
situation for American history is better in, for ex-
ample, the UK, Germany, and France. In 1985,
Magnus Mérner, one of the few Swedish histori-
ans who made his entire career on non-Swedish
topics, suggested that a country's size could be
one factor that explains the degree to which its
national historiographies pay attention to other
countries. Although he saw the strong national
paradigm among his Swedish colleagues, he
noted that they did not deviate significantly in
their interest patterns from historians of “other
smaller countries in Europe” in this respect.”

Morner's observations are corroborated by a
bibliographic analysis of the subject matters of
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Swedish doctoral dissertations in history from
1976 to 2005. It concluded that of the 600 disser-
tations presented during the period, almost
three-fourths dealt with Sweden, and that the
share focusing on national Swedish topics in-
creased during the period." The author com-
ments that the disinterest in “international his-
tory” among Swedish historians seems “remark-
able” given the growing fields of global and inter-
national history in recent decades." Similar ob-
servations were made in 2003, when another
Swedish historian noted that the “national para-
digm” remained strong in the country. The 2003
report specifically lists the geographic focuses of
all dissertations from 1997 to 2001. Close to 80
percent dealt with Swedish conditions. The US
was the focus of 1 percent.’®

Conclusion: Does Location Matter Among
Swedish Historians of the US?

The teaching of American history must take lo-
cation into account. Swedish students lack the
educational and cultural contexts that most
American students in an introductory course in
American history have. This affects the text-
books that can be used, and also influences
which aspects of American history can receive
special attention. We have also seen that com-
parative discussions become important. Su-
sanna Delfino and Marcus Graser have noted
that since late colonial times, Europeans have
looked at North America with “an instinctively
comparative eye.”"” This has been true in the
way our teaching of American history has been
structured, and when a second course in Ameri-
can history was added on the intermediate level
in the 2010s, it focused on global aspects of
American history.

The significance of location is also clear in terms
of topics for research in American history. The
dominant set of questions that Swedish histori-



ans have studied have dealt with Swedish-Amer-
ican relations broadly conceived, with trans-At-
lantic migration occupying a prominent position.
It is also worth repeating that for a long time the
migration was studied from a Swedish vantage
point, and it is telling that strong American inter-
ests in questions of assimilation, identity, and
ethnicity did not enter Swedish historiography
until the 1990s. Location has also been im-
portant for several Swedish historians who have
made contributions to American history in other
areas, such as Native American history, early
American history, and American ethnic history,
in that they have had significant experiences
outside Sweden, including time spent pursuing
academic degrees.'®

As internationalization of higher education con-
tinues to increase, and as the strong American
orientation of young persons in Sweden remains
strong, it may be that the significance of location
will diminish. English is rapidly becoming a lin-
gua franca, even in the humanities in Uppsala.
Some fear that the Swedish language is in jeop-
ardy as an academic language, whereas others
claim (or hope) that the challenges to the na-
tional paradigm in Swedish historiography will
increase, and that scholars will look beyond Swe-
den even more for their inquiries. The degree to
which this benefits the study of American history
in Sweden is unclear. Ultimately, however, we
know from the many studies of American influ-
ences in and on the world that these processes
are rarely unilinear. Local contexts and locations
will thus most likely continue to matter.
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Notes

1. “Baskurs i Nordamerikastudier.”
2. "Baskurs i Nordamerikastudier.”
3. https://www.uu.se/utbildning/kurs?query=5EN

742.

4. Immerwahr, How to Hide an Empire. It should
be noted that How to Hide an Empire is used in
course in “Global American History,” offered in the
American studies sequence on the intermediate
level at SINAS.

5. Fur, “The US of America,” 1-2.

6. Lepore, These Truths.

7. Blanck, “Migration and Modernity.”

8. Runblom, “United States History,” 390.

9. Hjorthén, “Curriculum Development.”

10. Runblom and Norman, eds., From Sweden to
America.

11. Blanck, “Five Decades.”

12. Barreyre et al., eds., Historians Across Borders.

13. Mérner, “De svenska historikerna,” 441.

14. Amirell, Svenska doktorsavhandlingar, 22.

15. Amirell, Svenska doktorsavhandlingar, 21.

16. Aronsson, “Bilaga,” 189-94.

17. Delfino and Graser, “Writing American His-
tory,” 97.

18. Blanck, The Creation; Edling, A Revolution; Fur,
A Nation of Women.
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