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The why, what, and how, of history education in Norwegian 
and Swedish history curricula for upper secondary schools 
(approximately 1920–1960)
Anne Helene Høyland Mork

Department of Culture, Religion and Social Studies, University of South-Eastern Norway, Drammen, Norway

ABSTRACT
History curricula are shaped by factors such as historiography, 
pedagogical ideals, political goals, international initiatives, and 
broader societal conditions and processes. This article examines 
ideas about purposes, content, and methods, of history education, 
in history curricula that were used in Swedish and Norwegian 
theoretical upper secondary schools between 1920 and 1960. 
These schools aimed at preparing students for university studies 
and providing general education (Bildung). While having close 
connections to academic disciplines, these schools were also influ-
enced by political goals of democratization and ideas of progressive 
pedagogy. There are tensions in the curricula between material 
aspects of Bildung, focusing on content, and formal aspects of 
Bildung, focusing on students’ development. Although material 
aspects remain essential, formal aspects are increasingly empha-
sized through individual projects, student interaction, more active 
use of historical sources, and, in the latest Swedish documents, 
critical thinking. Limitations of progressive methods are also 
acknowledged. The Norwegian and Swedish curricula differ in atti-
tudes to nationalism and the state. These differences can be 
explained by different starting points for nation-building and differ-
ences between Norwegian and Swedish historiography. There is 
a more dramatic shift in the Norwegian curricula, from a highly 
teacher/material-centred approach, to an ideal of active and inde-
pendent students.
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Introduction

To awaken love for the fatherland, to lay the foundation for a good spirit of citizenship, as well 
as to imprint the importance of humanism and objectivity in perception and judgement, 
should be the goal of all history education.1

This quote, from the methodical guidelines issued by the Swedish Royal Board of 
Education in 1935, is the concluding sentence of a long paragraph about general 
goals of teaching and learning history in secondary schools. It illustrates how 
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history education has been assigned a variety of roles. Various ideas about why 
one should learn history have also entailed different ideas about what kind of 
history should be taught and how this should be done. As pointed out by Tim 
Keirn, history curricula, although partly related to changes within historiography, 
are ‘uniquely informed by political, cultural, and social agendas concretely related 
to specific temporal and spatial contexts’.2 A wide perspective, encompassing 
historiographical, pedagogical, and societal factors, is therefore beneficial when 
studying history curricula.

This article examines ideas about purposes, content, and methods of history 
education, in Swedish and Norwegian history curricula that were used in theore-
tical upper secondary schools, gymnasia, between 1920 and 1960. In 1960, gym-
nasia were still considered elite schools, attended by a small minority of youth, but 
the number of students had increased substantially over the preceding decades. 
Students also came from more varied social backgrounds than earlier.3 This was 
especially the case in Norway, where rural gymnasia had been established. 
A notable difference is that while Norwegian upper secondary schools were 
made co-educational in 1896, girls were not given access to Swedish state-run 
secondary schools until 1927.

In Sweden and Norway, national curricular documents played, and still play, a decisive 
role in forming the content and form of education.4 These documents were the result of 
extensive political processes involving different stakeholders, and there were wide public 
debates about history education. By 1920, important democratic reforms had been 
carried out in both countries, most importantly the introduction of universal suffrage. 
Subsequent decades saw processes of school reform with democratization as a central 
goal, and ideas of progressive pedagogy, promoting student-centred methods and closer 
connections to society, influenced school policy. These processes involved transnational 
exchanges of ideas. International actors, such as the Norden Associations, the League of 
Nations, and UNESCO, also worked for reforms in history education.5

Norwegian and Swedish gymnasia shared two central aims. They were to prepare 
students for university studies, although far from all graduates continued to university, 
and they were to provide general Bildung/general civic Bildung (almendannelse/allmän 
medborgerlig bildning). The complex concept of Bildung, referring to aims of education, 
encompasses both the notion of a process and of an ideal, and has been understood in 
various ways.6 In the context of the gymnasium, the culture of antiquity and classical 
languages were long considered the central elements of Bildung. Particularly from the 
mid-nineteenth century, this view was increasingly challenged by groups emphasizing 
the importance of the sciences, modern languages, nationalism, and democratization.7

This article aims to answer two questions. Firstly: What characterizes conceptions of 
history education in history curricula that were used in Norwegian and Swedish gymnasia 
in the period 1920–1960? This is particularly explored in relation to historiography, 
pedagogical ideas, democratization, and nation-building. Secondly: What are the main 
differences between conceptions of history education expressed in the Norwegian and 
Swedish curricula, and what are possible explanations for these differences? In approach-
ing the source material, I have followed the classical didactic categories, focusing on the 
questions of why students should learn history, what kind of history they should learn, 
and how the teaching and learning should be done.
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Bildung, history education, and democracy

A useful theoretical perspective when analysing conceptions of history education in 
a societal perspective is Wolfgang Klafki’s theories of Bildung. Drawing on several thin-
kers, Klafki distinguishes between material theories of Bildung, where the starting point is 
the content to be conveyed, and formal theories of Bildung, where the starting point is 
the student. In Klafki’s own concept of categorical Bildung, elements from the material 
and formal theories are dialectically combined, and Klafki stresses that the content of 
Bildung should be fundamental and relate to students’ reality.8

Klafki presents two main material theories of Bildung. The first theory is the objectivist/ 
encyclopaedic theory, where the aim is to convey what is considered the objective 
content of a culture. Klafki argues that, especially in secondary schools, this has often 
taken the form of scientism, where scientifically based knowledge is conveyed. However, 
this is often done in a way that objectifies this knowledge and detaches it from its 
historical context and from the scientific questions asked. The second main material 
Bildung theory is the classical theory where one chooses material with the aim of 
representing certain human qualities. A problem with this theory, according to Klafki, is 
that regarding many contemporary problems there are no adequate historical examples.9

Within formal Bildung theories, Klafki distinguishes between a functional theory, 
emphasizing development of character and powers in the individual, and a method- 
based theory, emphasizing the process of learning methods. Klafki writes that the func-
tional theory was central to the neo-humanistic ideals that deeply influenced secondary 
schools in the nineteenth century and to the movements of progressive pedagogy from 
the early twentieth century. The method-based theory focuses on process rather than 
powers in the individual, and Klafki uses Kerschensteiner’s activity school pedagogy and 
John Dewey’s pragmatism as examples. A main problem with formal theories, according 
to Klafki, is that one cannot isolate methods or ‘powers’ from content.10

In a detailed application of Klafki’s theories to history education, Sven Sødring Jensen 
elaborates on these categories. In an objectivist theory of history education, the teacher 
and the textbook are sole authorities and there are no didactic principles for prioritizing 
material. Classical history education aims at giving examples that can further certain 
human characteristics, for example patriotism. Jensen claims that the central element in 
formal conceptions of history education is source criticism. A functional theory sees 
source criticism as the best way of training critical thinking, and a method-based theory 
gives source criticism general validity when facing many (or all) phenomena.11

In his study of Russian and Soviet history education, Klas-Göran Karlsson applies these 
theories, demonstrating a move from a classical pre-revolutionary tsarist conception, 
through an objectivist and a categorical conception, to a new Stalinist classical concep-
tion of history education.12 Karlsson has also developed typologies of uses of history, 
distinguishing between scholarly-scientific, moral, existential, political-pedagogical, and 
ideological uses. These categories are also useful when exploring the wide range of 
objectives assigned to history education.13

After the Second World War, the goal of democratization was highlighted in central 
school policy documents in Norway and Sweden.14 However, education for democracy 
can take different forms. One can, for example, focus on giving students knowledge about 
democratic institutions to qualify them for existing society, or focus on helping students 
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become independent and critical citizens who can form and change society.15 While 
material aspects of Bildung are important in both cases, goals of independence and 
critical thinking require a stronger emphasis on formal aspects. Ronald W. Evans exem-
plifies the complexity of democratic education by pointing out that in educational 
debates about social studies in the United States, the Second World War entailed 
a move from a climate of questioning American political, social, and economic institu-
tions, to one of supporting them and to an emphasis on the indoctrination of 
democracy.16

Norway and Sweden: society, historiography, pedagogy

A comparison involving Norway and Sweden, falls into the category Marc Bloch describes 
as the most promising, a ‘parallel study of societies that are at once neighbouring and 
contemporary, exercising a constant mutual influence, exposed throughout their devel-
opment to the action of the same broad causes’.17 In his book about Norway and Sweden 
in the twentieth century, Francis Sejersted highlights several common traits: the role of 
the social democratic parties, the development of the welfare state, and the implementa-
tion of comprehensive schooling.18

There were also notable differences. According to Sejersted, around 1900, Sweden had 
come further in industrialization, while Norway had come further in democratization. 
These differences can be linked to Sweden being a far more hierarchical society than 
Norway. The transformation of the social democratic parties from Marxist class parties to 
democratic reform parties happened earlier in Sweden than in Norway.19 Both countries 
remained neutral throughout the First World War. While Sweden retained its neutrality 
during the Second World War, Norway was occupied by Nazi Germany. After the war, 
Norway joined NATO, while Sweden did not.

The starting points for nation-building were different in the two countries. While 
Sweden had a long history of independence, Norway had been a junior partner in 
a union with Denmark until 1814. Norwegian nation-building was deeply formed by the 
events of 1814 with the Constitution and Parliament as main national symbols, thus 
connecting nationalism to liberal reforms. Unlike in many other European countries, 
Norwegian mainstream nationalism did not become increasingly conservative towards 
the end of the nineteenth century. Within the liberal Venstre movement, demands for 
democratic reforms were combined with calls for equality in the union with Sweden and 
eventually full independence. In contrast, in Sweden, nationalism became more closely 
connected to the political right.20

While the dissolution of the Swedish-Norwegian union in 1905 was seen as an impor-
tant link in a Norwegian national narrative about struggle for freedom and democracy, in 
Sweden, the dissolution first caused disappointment.21 Torbjörn Nilsson argues that the 
conservative nationalism in Sweden of the time around 1900, strengthened by the events 
of 1905, soon lost its strength. Ideas about Sweden would eventually be linked more to 
democratization and modernization. These ideas of the nation did not have the strong 
historical dimension that hegemonic nationalism had in Norway.22 Jarle Simensen points 
out that in contrast to countries where nationalism was discredited after the Second 
World War, Norwegian nationalism was strengthened, and the years 1940 and 1945 were 
inserted into the national narrative alongside 1814 and 1905.23
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Different starting points for nation-building are also relevant to understanding the 
development of Norwegian and Swedish historiography in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. A main difference is that while the nation was the central element in 
Norwegian historiography, the state played the central role in Swedish historiography.24 

Peter Aronsson et al. point out that leading Swedish historian Harald Hjärne’s strong 
criticism of ‘cultural history’, which included society, culture, and ordinary people, essen-
tially excluded such aspects from professional historiography for a long time. Swedish 
historiography had a quite conservative and exclusively academic character, which made 
it difficult to meet the demands of democratic society. In Norway, on the other hand, 
a left-wing historiography, emphasizing class, emerged in the early twentieth century.25 

An important development in Swedish historiography at that time was the emphasis on 
method and strict rules for source criticism, promoted by Lauritz and Curt Weibull.26

The relationship between academic disciplines and school subjects is complex. In the 
period 1920–1960, ties between gymnasia and universities were close. Historians partici-
pated in school committees, curriculum work, and textbook writing. History teachers in 
the gymnasium had a long academic education in history, and some kept publishing 
within the field. Notwithstanding these ties, history education in the gymnasium was also 
formed by other factors, such as more general educational debates.

Ideas of progressive pedagogy influenced school debate and policy in Sweden and 
Norway in this period, and the term activity school (arbeidsskole/arbetsskola) was widely 
used. Although more strongly felt in primary schools, these ideas also affected secondary 
schools.27

The term progressivism is used about many movements that criticized existing teach-
ing practices and promoted more student-centred education.28 These movements were 
diverse and contained political and pedagogical tensions.29 While some stressed indivi-
dualistic child-centred ideals, other emphasized societal aspects. A central proponent of 
socially oriented progressivism was Dewey, and these movements gained strength in the 
1930s.30 In Democracy and Education, Dewey presents education as growth and ‘contin-
uous reconstruction of experience’, and states that democracy is not just a form of 
government but primarily ‘a mode of associated living’. As for history education, Dewey 
stresses knowledge of the past as key to understanding the present, and that the starting 
point of history is a present situation with its problems.31

Previous research

International research on the history of history education in the twentieth century has 
highlighted recurring tensions within the subject. In his study of debates over history 
education and curriculum in U.S. public schools, Keirn emphasizes curricular dichotomies 
concerning scope, learning outcomes, spatial scale, and disciplinarity.32 The paradox of 
teaching history to conserve the past and change the present is highlighted by Larry 
Cuban.33 In their broad study of history education in England, David Cannadine et al. 
point out that history is simultaneously a global discipline and the avatar of distinct 
national identities, and that these endeavours rarely align.34

There is more research on the history of history education in Sweden than in 
Norway. A central work, from the field of curriculum studies, is Tomas Englund’s 
study of the political dimensions of the curriculum. Englund explores history and 
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citizenship education, showing how curricula are compromises formed in ideologi-
cal and political struggles.35 Göran Andolf’s 1972 doctoral dissertation deals with 
the development of history education in the gymnasium, 1820–1965. Andolf dis-
cusses how the role of history education was seen both from the perspective of 
society’s need to form citizens, and from that of the development of the individual, 
and illustrates how these issues were fiercely debated.36 Negotiation is a central 
concept in Henrik Åström Elmersjö’s work about the Swedish state approval 
scheme for textbooks. According to Åström Elmersjö, history education was rene-
gotiated from having an aim of promoting patriotism, to one based on interna-
tional understanding and democracy.37

The influence of international guidelines and textbook revisions on history educa-
tion is discussed in several works. Åström Elmersjö’s work about the revision of 
history textbooks by the Norden Associations exemplifies the complex relationship 
between the national and transnational.38 Thomas Nygren’s work on international 
reformation of Swedish history education, examines the influence of guidelines 
developed by the League of Nations, UNESCO, and the Council of Europe, with the 
aim of making history education more international and contributing to peace. 
Nygren argues that one sees a turn towards a more international focus after the 
Second World War.39

Johan Samuelsson explores the influence of ideas of progressive pedagogy on Swedish 
secondary schools, and especially on the teaching of history. Samuelsson criticizes the 
notion of secondary schools as almost exclusively traditional and conservative and argues 
that there were elements of progressivism in policy documents and in teaching far earlier 
than what has often been assumed.40

There is little research on the history of history education in Norwegian upper 
secondary schools, although history education in primary and lower secondary 
schools has been the focus of several studies. An important starting point is Fredrik 
Thue’s article about the place of history in Norwegian secondary schools between 
1869 and 2019. Thue discusses history, both as a subject and as a wider curricular 
perspective. He emphasizes the close connection between secondary schools and the 
university that lasted from the end of the nineteenth century until well after the 
Second World War. History education in secondary schools and the academic disci-
pline conveyed a liberal form of nationalism that saw the nation as a part of 
a European civilizational process.41

In addition to adding to the scarce amount of research on the Norwegian side, the 
main contribution of this article is its comparative perspective. Broad comparisons of 
Norwegian and Swedish history curricula for the gymnasium in this period have not 
been conducted before, although a study exploring nation-building in Swedish and 
Norwegian curricula for primary and lower secondary schools (1900–2020) was recently 
published.42 Attention is also given to the extensive transnational influences in this 
period. In addition to this, the study strives to illustrate the complexity of history 
education, by including the didactic aspects of purpose, content, and method. In that 
respect, it is closest to Andolf and Thue’s studies, but by examining a shorter time span 
and comparing Norwegian and Swedish curricula, it opens for a more in-depth study 
and more nuances.
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Swedish and Norwegian history curricula

The central source material of this study is history curricula and methodical guidelines for 
upper secondary schools, developed in connection with the Swedish school acts of 1928/ 
1933 and the Norwegian school act of 1935.43 In addition to this, history curricula that 
were in use in 1920, namely the Norwegian curriculum of 1911 and the Swedish curricu-
lum and methodical guidelines of 1909, were analysed. This made it possible to explore 
aspects of change and continuity in the later documents. While the Swedish board of 
education issued methodical guidelines as elaborations on the curricula and guidelines 
for teachers, methodical elements were included in the history curricula in Norway.44

After the First World War, school commissions and expert groups were set up to work 
on reforming the school systems in both countries. Politicians, historians, educationalists, 
and secondary school teachers were among those involved.45 In the reports produced, 
comparisons with school systems in the neighbouring countries were often presented.

The subject of history was obligatory in all tracks of the gymnasium throughout the 
period. History was strengthened in the Norwegian school act of 1896 and the Swedish 
school act of 1905. Andolf points out that this was done to strengthen ‘the National 
elements of Bildung’ in Sweden.46 Thue argues that the Norwegian school act of 1896 was 
marked by an ideal of ‘encyclopaedic general Bildung’ and that history was important in 
bringing together national and modern elements and including certain components 
earlier covered by Latin. The new historical-linguistic track was also an expression of the 
strengthening of historical perspectives.47

In Sweden, reform processes leading up to the school act of 1928, showed tensions 
concerning the role of history education, especially outside the Latin track.48 In the school 
act, the name was changed from ‘history’ (historia) to ‘history with social studies’ (historia 
med samhällslära), and the subject was removed from the first year of the gymnasium. 
A novelty was individual projects (enskilt arbete), inspired by progressive ideals.49 

Students would choose a topic from one of their subjects and work independently 
under the teacher’s guidance. The school act was revised in 1933, and following strong 
protests, history and social studies was given an extra hour, and was again to be taught in 
all grades.50

During the 1940s, school commissions worked on plans for reforming the Swedish 
school system. In 1954, the general track was introduced in the gymnasium, and history 
with social studies became the main subject in the social strand. A new curriculum was 
issued in 1954 and methodical guidelines in 1956. In 1960, social studies 
(samhällskunskap) became an independent subject, and new curricula followed.

The Swedish curricular documents increased in volume. While the methodical guide-
lines for history from 1909 comprised two and a half pages, the methodical guidelines of 
1956 comprised twelve pages. The 1909 curriculum and methodical guidelines were 
published together without a general introduction, while the methodical guidelines of 
1935 were published separately with a 27-page-long general section, discussing over-
arching principles.

The Norwegian curricular documents were fewer, shorter, and issued over a shorter 
period. The school act of 1935 presented five tracks in the gymnasium. The subject of 
history (historie) was renamed ‘history and social studies’ (historie og samfundslære). It was 
a main subject in the Norse track, with additional hours devoted to Norwegian history. 
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During the parliamentary process, the name was changed from ‘history with social studies’ 
to ‘history and social studies’ to emphasize the importance of social studies.51 The German 
occupation entailed delays in the implementation of the school act. On 1 July 1940, 
a temporary curriculum was issued. Two new elements had been added: individual 
projects (særarbeid), inspired by Sweden, and epoch reading, entailing in-depth studies 
of certain periods. Especially during the first years of occupation, attempts were made to 
shape schooling according to Nazi ideology. These measures met opposition and had 
little success.52 After the war, gathering input for permanent curricula began, and these 
were issued in 1950.

The Norwegian history curricula of 1940 and 1950 differ greatly from the curriculum 
they replaced. While the history curriculum of 1911 has fourteen pages of specific topics 
to be covered, the curriculum of 1950 devotes far more space to discussing working 
methods and educational resources than to specifying content.

Why history?

The curricular documents differ considerably in the space devoted to purposes and 
justifications for the subject. The documents issued before 1920 have short and descrip-
tive formulations about purpose. In contrast, the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1935 
present a wide array of purposes. While keeping in mind that these guidelines are far 
more extensive than the ones from 1909, this difference might also be an indication of 
a greater need to justify the subject. The position of history was, most likely, seen as more 
self-evident, both from a nation-building perspective and a classical humanistic perspec-
tive, in the first decade after 1900.

There are tensions in the curricular documents between material aspects of Bildung, 
stressing content, and formal aspects of Bildung, stressing students’ development. The 
Norwegian history curriculum of 1911 prioritizes material Bildung, close to an objectivist 
conception of history education. Although material aspects remain essential and the 
curricula are structured chronologically throughout the studied period, material ideals 
are challenged by more formal ideals. There are also different ways of approaching the 
material. The Swedish methodical guidelines of 1956 are detailed concerning content, but 
unlike the lists of topics in the Norwegian curriculum of 1911, they include discussions 
about what to include, what not to include, and how this should be done.

There is, throughout the period, a growing emphasis on the importance of including 
formal aspects of Bildung. The Swedish methodical guidelines of 1935 state that history 
education should develop students’ ‘intellectual activity, and teach them to understand, 
put together and examine’.53 Developing students’ working skills, and teaching them to 
work rationally are main goals in the Norwegian curriculum of 1940.54 In the Norwegian 
curriculum of 1950, it is argued that the value of individual projects lies ‘more in the 
growth that the work makes possible, than in the result itself’.55

Critical thinking, that, according to Jensen, is at the centre of functional conceptions of 
history education, is introduced in later Swedish curricular documents. The methodical 
guidelines of 1956, explain that the teaching of history, when done correctly, gives 
particularly good opportunities for training students’ critical sense, arms them against 
one-sided influence and propaganda, and helps them to understand conditions and 
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views that are different from their own. History education should ‘create respect for facts, 
sense for proportions and balance in judgement’.56

Some of the formal elements have a more emotional imprint. The Swedish 
methodical guidelines of 1935 emphasize that history education should strive to 
give nourishment to students’ imagination, awaken their interest in the people and 
society of the past, and bring the past to life. One should attend to the possibi-
lities of influencing the students’ development of character’.57 The Norwegian 
curriculum of 1940 argues that the textbook’s presentation should have the capa-
city of ‘immediately capturing students’ interest and giving them notions that can 
mean something for their development, for their intellectual and emotional lives’.58

Moral use of history, in line with a classical theory of Bildung, is implied in the Swedish 
methodical guidelines of 1935, where it is stated that students should get to know great 
personalities. A caution is included. Even though examples from the past of good human 
qualities should be highlighted, one should not make history into a collection of moral 
examples.59

The purpose of history education that is most strongly emphasized in both countries 
throughout the period is that of learning about the past to understand the present. This is 
linked partly to an existential use of history, focusing on students finding their way in 
society, and partly to a political-pedagogical use of history to form citizens.60 It includes 
material aspects of Bildung, focusing on knowledge about events that have led to the 
current situation, and formal aspects, aiming at forming active citizens.

The focus on the present, is strengthened by the close connection to social studies. The 
trajectory of the relationship between these subjects is remarkably similar in Norway and 
Sweden. In the curricular documents under the school acts of 1896 and 1905, learning 
about current political institutions, is included in the subject of history. In 1928 and 1935, 
the subjects were renamed ‘history with social studies’ in Sweden and ‘history and social 
studies’ in Norway. The part covering social studies was far more extensive than the topics 
of the older curricula, and it included social economy in Norway and national economy in 
Sweden. However, a recurring criticism was that social studies did not get the place it was 
supposed to.61 Social studies (samhällskunskap/samfunnskunnskap) became an indepen-
dent subject in Sweden in 1960 and in Norway in 1964. This development can be 
explained both by an added emphasis on democratic education and by the strengthening 
of the social sciences.62

This emphasis on the present is elaborated on in several of the documents. According 
to the Swedish curriculum of 1928 the objective of history education is

to widen and deepen the insights of the students in Swedish and general history, giving 
special attention to what is of greater importance for the understanding of our own time’s 
culture and society. Meanwhile introducing them to a historical approach, as well as, based 
on this teaching, convey to them knowledge about the structure and activity of current 
society, and clarify for them the significance of our time’s most important social and 
economic problems.63

The Norwegian temporary curriculum of 1940 states that the main objective of history 
and social studies is to ‘orient the students’ in the society they are going to become 
members of, by showing them how contemporary conditions have come into being, and 
by contributing to their worldview.64
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A notion of reciprocity between past and present is articulated in the Swedish meth-
odical guidelines. The fruitfulness of comparisons with current events is stressed in the 
guidelines of 1935. Through letting the present and past shed light on each other ‘the 
teaching of history contributes to increased understanding both of past times and our 
own time’.65 The guidelines of 1956 add that this reciprocity lets the student see the 
present as ‘a link in a still ongoing historical course of events’. However, a warning against 
presentism is included. Teachers must, as far as possible, try to ‘objectively assess 
historical figures and events against the background of the situation of their own time 
and environment, without letting the views of the present give a wrong perspective’.66

While there is a focus on learning about societal institutions throughout the period, 
explicit formulations about furthering democracy appear in the curricular documents 
after the Second World War. The introduction to the Norwegian curricula of 1950 stresses 
the schools’ task of raising the young ‘to cooperation and social understanding in 
a modern democracy’.67 Rolf Th. Tønnessen points out that the word democratic was 
absent in the 1938 plan committee report that laid the foundations for working methods 
under the school act of 1935, and he sees its appearance in the curriculum of 1950 as 
a trace of the Second World War.68

The link between democratic education and formal aspects of Bildung is evident in the 
documents from the 1950s. In the introduction to the Norwegian 1950 curricula, it is 
argued that although the curricula contain requirements for conveying knowledge, it 
must be put into practice in accordance with the demands of modern society ‘to 
upbringing, and to developing the students’ character and will, their ability to think 
independently, their intellectual honesty, and their sense of right and wrong’.69

In the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1956, principles of democratic education are 
explicitly linked to history education, and material and formal aspects are combined. The 
guidelines state that orientation in modern society, especially in Sweden, is prepared 
through the teaching of history. The basic values of society should be presented in the 
social studies part of the subject. Students should see how these values develop, discuss 
their meaning and realization, and understand that each generation must fight for them. 
This is especially crucial in ‘the important analysis of the terms democracy and dictator-
ship’ because ‘a vigilant criticism, with attention both to what has been gained and what 
is lacking, gives the best starting point for active participation in the work of society’. 
When working with international organizations and human rights, the historical perspec-
tive should also reach back, not only to the French and American revolutions but also to 
antiquity and to Christian and Nordic ideas about man and law.70 In the history section, 
issues such as popular movements, liberalism, suffrage, taxes, and the military, are topics 
to be traced from the past to the present.71

Many studies have emphasized the role of ideological use of history to promote 
nationalism in history education.72 In the Swedish curricular documents, there is a shift 
in the attitude towards nationalism. The school act of 1928 states that all teaching should 
be conducted in a way that contributes ‘to the awakening and preservation of a patriotic 
mindset in the student’.73 The formulation is nearly identical to the one used in the school 
act of 1905.74 In the revised school act of 1933, there are additions: ‘All teaching should 
have as its goal to awaken and nourish in the students love for the truth, for freedom and 
for the fatherland, its nature, culture and language, as well as making the students good 
and able citizens’.75 In the methodical guidelines of 1935, awakening love for one’s 

10 A. H. H. MORK



fatherland is presented as one of the main goals of history education. In contrast, the 
methodical guidelines of 1956 have no such formulations, and a mild criticism of nation-
alism is voiced, when saying that the common characteristics in the development of 
European culture should be paid attention to, so that ‘the uniting element is not silenced 
by the description of divisive national characteristics’.76

In the Norwegian curricula, there are no mentions of awakening love for one’s country. 
This might be surprising considering previous research on nationalism in Norwegian 
history education. Thue makes a valid point, when saying that most Norwegian research 
on history education has focused on primary schools and textbooks in Norwegian history, 
which might have given a one-sided impression, not considering the strong European 
tradition in the gymnasium.77 Interestingly, Kirsten Sivesind and Magnus Hultén show 
a similar tendency in their study of curricula for primary schools in the period 1900–1940, 
with a stronger emotional nationalist emphasis in the Swedish curricula.78

Although lacking formulations about love for the fatherland, the nation is very central 
in the Norwegian curricula. This is especially evident in the strong emphasis on the events 
of 1814 and the focus on Norwegian history in the Norse track. There is no criticism of 
nationalism in the Norwegian curricula.

The differences in attitude to nationalism between the Norwegian and Swedish docu-
ments may be linked to changes in Swedish nationalism, as noted by Nilsson. 
Conservative nationalism lost strength, and a newer liberal nationalism was more asso-
ciated with modernization and less with history. This was different from the situation in 
Norway, where, according to Thue, secondary schools and the university shared a liberal 
‘epistemic nationalism’.79 The events of 1814 could easily be linked both to nationalism 
and democratization. After the Second World War, occupation and liberation were 
included in the same narrative about a struggle for democracy and national freedom.80

Attempts to reform history education in the direction of promoting international 
understanding and peace, were made by several actors, especially from the inter-war 
years.81 ‘The international peace movement’ is a topic to be covered in the Norwegian 
1911 curriculum, while giving students some knowledge about peace efforts and further-
ing their solidarity with the world, are objectives in the 1940 curriculum.82

There is a shift in the ideological and political use of history, to further international 
understanding and peace, in the Swedish curricula. While the Swedish curriculum of 1909 
makes no mention of the peace movement, the methodical guidelines of 1935 discuss the 
balance between necessary information about wars and the importance of peaceful 
development and suggest an extensive presentation of the League of Nations, its origin, 
work, and ‘the striving for promoting the will to peace and understanding among the 
peoples’.83 In the post-war curricula, added emphasis is put on international understand-
ing. According to the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1956, history education can make 
an essential contribution to raising citizens in a free society of law and contribute to 
international understanding.84

What kind of history?

Attempts to deal with the problem of content overload are visible, especially in the 
Swedish curricular documents. Closeness to the present is a principle emphasized in the 
methodical guidelines of 1935.85 This principle is discussed and modified in the guidelines 
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of 1956. One must focus on things that are characteristic or have had profound influence 
on the future, and it is natural that recent periods receive a wider coverage, without this 
leading to a continuous widening. Some periods are also of great general interest and 
require more attention.86 Subjects such as Christianity, mother tongue, philosophy, and 
English, had strong historical components. The importance of cooperation, as well as clear 
work division, is stressed in the curricula.87

The nation, Norden, and the Western world are the main geographical entities 
throughout the period. Local history is mentioned in connection with individual 
projects.88 The first questioning of an all-encompassing Eurocentric approach, appears 
in the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1956, where it is stated that one should empha-
size a world perspective, ‘so that the entire world history is not presented from purely 
European views’.89 This is in line with UNESCO’s recommendations for history education.90 

Minorities and Indigenous populations are not mentioned, except for the Swedish min-
ority in Finland.91

In general, there is a shift from a more idealistic conception of history, with an 
emphasis on political history and the state, to a broader scope with added emphasis on 
cultural, social, and economic factors. The Norwegian encyclopaedic curriculum of 1911 
includes cultural, social, and material aspects, but political history still dominates. 
However, it is stated that the additional lessons in the historical-linguistic track should 
be devoted to the cultural history of the last century, and the teacher is free to include 
a course in national economy.92 In the curriculum of 1940, it is pointed out that students 
should see the most important driving forces in history, and one can organize the 
teaching of world history after 1815 according to the topics: the national idea and the 
struggle for political sovereignty and freedom, technical advances and their conse-
quences, social development, imperialism, and intellectual life.93

The emphasis on political history and the state is stronger in the Swedish curricular 
documents that were issued before the Second World war, than in the Norwegian 
curricula. This aligns with observations about differences between Norwegian and 
Swedish historiography. The methodical guidelines of 1935, stress the importance of 
the state as the natural backbone of history education, ‘because only that can give the 
genetic view, the objective understanding of the course of history’. However, the guide-
lines also support giving room for aspects such as inner development and the history of 
intellectual and material culture. Teachers with special orientation in cultural history, can 
give a coherent presentation of some chapter of cultural history, such as the history of 
fishing, agriculture, clothing, housing and transport.94 Andolf points out that Gustaf 
Jacobson, a student of historian Harald Hjärne, was in the committee that drafted these 
guidelines, and that Hjärne’s ideas about the centrality of the state are clearly present. 
Andolf adds that the guidelines do not display any deeper influence from the Weibull 
brothers’ radical source criticism.95

The Swedish methodical guidelines of 1956, widen the perspective further, stating that 
the main line in the subject should be ‘the political-social in a frame of general cultural 
history’. The history of political and economic ideas should also be included. When 
working with certain periods, works of art can be used to discuss the artist’s individuality 
and the character of the time. It is pointed out that one must always stress that events are 
conditioned by interaction between different factors, for example: the effort of the 
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individual, organized human endeavour, ideas, cultural currents, social conditions, natural 
resources, and economic cycles.96

Regarding the relationship between the school subject and the academic dis-
cipline of history, there are expressions of both material objectivist conceptions of 
history education and more formal conceptions of history education in the curri-
cula. The criticism Klafki raises against scientism for objectifying the scientific 
material, is applicable to the Norwegian curriculum of 1911. However, many of 
the curricular documents display a tension between objectivism and perspectivism. 
Although the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1935 warn against ‘construction’ 
and stress objectivity, the importance of presenting different perspectives is also 
stressed. One can use a historical problem to give students knowledge about 
means and methods in historical research and show how judgements about 
persons or events change.97

Including recent historical research is mentioned in some of the documents, such as in 
the context of teaching about 1814 in the Norwegian curriculum of 1940.98 The Swedish 
methodical guidelines of 1956 point out that students could, to some extent, read or 
listen to sections of historical literature and ‘at least encounter the names of our most 
prominent historians’. It is recommended to give a short orientation about sources and 
source criticism and present one of the classical historical controversies, although one 
should not spend too much of the limited time discussing historical method.99

Historical method is mainly presented as something students should have knowledge 
of, but there are also ambitions of more active use. This entails an added emphasis on 
formal aspects of Bildung. A gradual shift is visible in the Swedish curricula. According to 
the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1909, it can sometimes be appropriate to let 
students read shorter parts of sources for illustration. The Swedish methodical guidelines 
of 1935 stress that students can get experience with historical method through the 
individual projects, even though they are not supposed to conduct a scientific study. In 
the methodical guidelines of 1956, it is stated that students should work with sources as 
often as possible.100 This is also linked to critical thinking, which, according to Jensen, is 
central to a functional conception of history education. One should use sources to 
observe the role of propaganda in opinion formation and pay special attention to 
‘psychological warfare and preparedness against propaganda in war’.101

There is a similar, yet less far-reaching, shift in the Norwegian curricula. While working 
with historical sources is only mentioned in connection with the linguistic-historical track 
in the Norwegian curriculum of 1911, the curriculum of 1940 states that one should ‘to 
a certain degree’ let students work with sources, such as texts, pictures, buildings, or 
artefacts. Individual projects should give students an impression of the diversity of life 
behind the basic presentation they usually get, and by working with historical sources, 
students can train their ability to observe, compare, and draw conclusions.102

How should history be taught?

A comparison between the curricular documents developed under the school acts of 
1928/1933 and 1935, with the curricular documents they replaced, shows a move towards 
more student-centred formal ideals of Bildung, especially through the introduction of 
individual projects and more student interaction and participation.
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A change in the view of the student’s role, is especially evident in the Norwegian 
curricular documents. In the history curriculum of 1911, the teacher and textbook 
dominate, homework is given from the textbook to be examined in class, and it is 
stated that the student will, with reasonable work, be able to ‘acquire what the 
textbook conveys’.103 In contrast, the general introduction to the curricula of 1950 
presents an ideal of students as active and interested co-workers.104 When writing 
about individual projects in history, it is stressed that it is important that students have 
a sense of having produced something from their own initiative, and a main priority is 
to find tasks and methods for individual work and group work suitable for the 
students’ ages and for the individual student.105

In the Swedish curricular documents, the shift is less dramatic, mainly because the 
student described in the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1909, appears more active and 
independent than the student of the Norwegian curriculum of 1911. The Swedish meth-
odical guidelines of 1909 state that students should be taught to work independently so 
they are gradually prepared for freer study forms in higher education. The teacher should, 
where possible, lead the lessons in a more reasoning manner and make students find 
causes, draw conclusions, and extract the essence of a presentation. Advanced students 
could give short lectures.106

Although this image of the more independent student is compatible with progressive 
ideals of education, it is important to note that the principles in the curriculum of 1909 
concern student independence, and not student interaction. Principles of self-activity and 
independence have far older roots.107 In a 1937 lecture about the state of the activity 
school in Scandinavian secondary schools, Herman Ruge, principal of the Norwegian 
pedagogical seminar, argues that although the activity school has come to secondary 
schools as an external requirement, the principle of independent work has long traditions. 
According to Ruge, independent work was central in the old secondary schools, but the 
current Norwegian schools, having increased both in numbers of students and subjects, 
threaten to drown independent work in homework reading and exams.108

Principles of student interaction and participation appear in the curricular documents 
from the 1930s, indicating a stronger emphasis on the societal aspects of education. 
According to the Swedish methodical guidelines of 1935, assignments can be given to the 
class, groups, or individuals, and discussions are a way to engage with students’ interests. 
The teacher can give an orientation about a contested historical issue and suggest 
literature, then interested students can prepare introductions from different points of 
view and present these before the discussion starts. One should encourage self-studies, 
starting from the students’ interests, recommend literature, and integrate it in lessons and 
tests.109 The Norwegian curriculum of 1950 suggests individual projects suitable for group 
work and emphasizes that one should choose the best working methods in consultation 
with the students.110

The textbook has a stronger position in the Norwegian curricular documents 
than the Swedish. Detailed specifications of the number of pages in the required 
textbooks is given throughout the period. However, the Norwegian curriculum of 
1940 states that the extra hours of Norwegian history in the Norse track provide 
good opportunities for working according to activity school principles, without 
a textbook.111 While textbooks also play an important role in the Swedish curricula, 
the methodical guidelines of 1909 state that the teacher can sometimes organize 
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the material in a different way than the textbook,112 and in the general part of the 
methodical guidelines of 1935, it is pointed out that the textbook, in many cases, 
is more of a handbook.113

There is an increasing emphasis on the use of other learning resources than the 
textbook, in both countries. The Swedish methodical guidelines of 1909 stress the 
importance of visuals, and state that the teacher should give information about 
popular science publications to interested students.114 In the Swedish curriculum 
of 1954, excursions are included for all grades.115 The Norwegian curriculum of 
1950 states that there should be a reading and workroom, devoted to history and 
similar subjects with movable tables, a lectern to be used by teachers and stu-
dents, a screen, and a projector stand. There should be handbooks, posters, books, 
journals, historical atlases, photographs, posters, slides, films, reference books, 
statistical publications, budgets, white papers, journals, publications from the UN, 
historical texts, and an archive devoted to local history, based on newspaper 
clippings.116

The introduction of individual projects, in Sweden in 1928 and in Norway in 1940, 
is a clear example of progressive influence. The Swedish methodical guidelines of 
1935 state that in history one should make sure tasks are limited, so one can really 
go in-depth. Good tasks could be a closer study of a historical problem or different 
opinions in historical literature about prominent people.117 In Norway, individual 
projects became an integral part of the history curriculum, and the curriculum of 
1950 devotes several pages to describing them. The curriculum encourages coopera-
tion with other teachers, libraries, museums, institutions, and interested persons. If 
one wants students to trust in themselves, projects should be based on historical 
sources and not historical literature. If historical literature is to be used, students 
should study different works and compare.118 However, it must be pointed out that 
the individual projects were a small part of the subject, and as one of the curriculum 
drafters put it, ‘the little sector the exam school had opened for the reform 
school’.119

Difficulties in implementing progressive principles are acknowledged in the introduc-
tion to the Norwegian curricula of 1950, namely workload, large number of students in 
each class, and uneven access to libraries.120 In the history curriculum it is pointed out that 
it is impossible to cover all topics following the principles of activity school, and the 
teacher must consider which parts are most suitable to work with in that manner. The 
curriculum balances material and formal aspects, stating that especially in social studies, 
activity, discussion, and showing relevance, should be the main methods, but one must 
remember that the foundation of a sober discussion is knowledge.121

Assessment and exams are mentioned as obstacles to introducing progressive methods. 
The Norwegian plan committee of 1938 discusses the challenges of using activity school 
methods when assessment is largely based on memorization.122 When alternative forms of 
assessment are introduced in the curricular documents it is as an addition rather than 
a replacement. The Swedish methodical guidelines of 1956 describe how one can some-
times spend up to a few weeks on a topic, using different methods, and have an assessment 
where students know the tasks in advance. It is stressed that this is very demanding and can 
usually only be done in alternation with homework reading in the traditional sense, 
especially out of consideration for students without ‘special talent for academic studies’.123
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Conclusion

This article has examined ideas about purposes, content, and methods of history educa-
tion in history curricula that were used in Swedish and Norwegian upper secondary 
schools between 1920 and 1960. The Swedish and Norwegian curricula show many 
similarities. Some of these are expressions of recurring tensions within the school subject 
of history, as shown in several international studies on the history of history education. 
Other similarities can be explained by mutual influence and by being affected by the same 
factors and developments. However, there are also notable differences that can be related 
to societal and historiographical dissimilarities.

Although material aspects of Bildung remain central in history curricula throughout the 
period, there is a shift towards giving more attention to formal aspects, through individual 
work, student interaction, varied educational resources and more active use of historical 
sources. This shift can be linked to the influence of progressive pedagogy and goals of 
forming democratic citizens. The findings support Samuelsson’s claims of an earlier and 
more profound influence of progressive ideals in Swedish secondary schools.

Tensions between material and formal aspects of Bildung are visible in the curricular 
documents. Limitations of progressive methods are acknowledged in the later curricula, 
particularly when it comes to assessment. The textbook remains central, especially in the 
Norwegian documents.

Elements of different conceptions of history education, as described by Jensen, are 
found in the curricular documents. A classical conception is visible in goals about 
strengthening the love for the fatherland and learning from the heroes of history, in 
Swedish documents from before the Second World War. The clearest example of an 
objectivist/encyclopaedic conception is the Norwegian history curriculum of 1911. 
Although the scientifically based material continues to be essential in the curricula, 
material conceptions are modified by more formal ideals and by elements of perspecti-
vism. As for functional and method-based conceptions, these are most clearly articulated 
in the latest Swedish documents, with the emphasis on critical thinking and source 
criticism.

A point, which has not been given enough attention in previous research, is that the 
main objective given for history education in both countries from the start of the 
twentieth century, is learning about the past to understand the present. This objective 
is strengthened by the connection with social studies. The goal of furthering democracy is 
more explicitly articulated after the Second World War. Goals of developing indepen-
dence and critical thinking align with the idea of forming active, democratic citizens. In 
that sense the Swedish post-war curricula differ somewhat from the tendency noted by 
Evans about a move towards ‘democratic indoctrination’ rather than critical questioning 
in the United States.

The nation, Norden and the Western World are the main geographical entities in the 
curricula of both countries. National minorities and the Indigenous population are not 
mentioned. In the latest Swedish curricular documents, a first criticism of an all- 
encompassing Eurocentric approach is voiced, in line with UNESCO’s recommendations.

One notable difference between the Norwegian and Swedish curricula is that while 
there is a shift in the attitude to nationalism in the Swedish curricula, from awakening love 
for the fatherland to a mild criticism of nationalism, there is no such shift in the Norwegian 
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curricula. This may be explained by different starting points for nation-building and 
a more consistent hegemonic form of nationalism in Norway that could more easily be 
linked to democratization.

Another difference is linked to dissimilarities between Norwegian and Swedish histor-
iography, with the state being far more central in Swedish historiography. There is 
a general widening of perspectives from a more idealistic conception of history, empha-
sizing political history, to including social, economic, and cultural aspects, in the curricula 
of both countries. However, the Swedish methodical guidelines issued in the 1930s 
strongly emphasize the centrality of the state and political history as the backbone of 
the subject.

There is a clearer shift in the Norwegian curricula from a teacher/material-centred 
approach in the earliest curriculum, to an idea of the students as co-workers in the last 
curricula. In the Swedish curricula there is more continuity regarding the principle of 
student independence, while elements of student interaction appear in the 1930s.

Finally, on their own, curricula give a limited image of history education. Curricula are 
interpreted and implemented in various ways. Many factors affect history education, such 
as teachers’ and students’ understanding of the subject, educational resources, and the 
institutions where education happens. It is, therefore, important to broaden the study of 
the history of history education by examining sources that shed light on such factors.
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