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ABSTRACT

In the 1930s, the Swedish government enacted eugenic policies that
permitted the forced sterilization of individuals the government
deemed unfit to reproduce, often targeting them with accusations
of mental illness. When officials passed the Sterilization Acts, they
kept socioeconomic benefits in mind, but the eugenics movement
in Sweden had deep roots in race-based science. Charles Darwin
and his famous works on evolution inspired Swedish scholars to
promote social hygiene within their own population, and they used
political parties and the elite to push their agenda into social policy.
Officials implemented sterilization laws that were intended to im-
prove the gene pool of the Swedish population as a way to ensure
the affordability of their welfare system. In the 1950s, the Swedish
government started to prioritize the rights and wants of the indi-
vidual, instead of making them second to the wellbeing of society.

Keywords: Sweden, Scandinavia, eugenics, race, social policy, biol-
ogy, Nordic, racial hygiene, mental illness

No apto para la raza: eugenesia en Suecia, 1900
hasta el presente

RESUMEN

En la década de 1930, el gobierno sueco promulgd politicas eu-
genésicas que permitian la esterilizacion forzada de aquellos in-
dividuos que el gobierno consideraba incapaces de reproducir, a
menudo atacandolos con enfermedades mentales. Cuando los fun-
cionarios aprobaron las Leyes de esterilizacion, tuvieron en cuenta
los beneficios socioeconémicos, pero el movimiento eugenésico en
Suecia tenia profundas raices en la ciencia basada en la raza. Char-
les Darwin y sus famosos trabajos sobre la evolucion inspiraron a
los académicos suecos en la promocién de la higiene social dentro
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de su propia poblacién, y utilizaron los partidos politicos y la éli-
te para impulsar su agenda en la politica social. Los funcionarios
implementaron las leyes de esterilizacion para mejorar el acervo
genético de la poblacion sueca con el fin de garantizar la asequibi-
lidad de su sistema de bienestar. En la década de 1950, el gobierno
sueco comenzo a priorizar los derechos y las necesidades del indi-
viduo, en lugar de hacer que fueran secundarios para el bienestar
de la sociedad.

Palabras clave: Suecia, Escandinavia, eugenesia, raza, politica so-
cial, biologia, ndrdico, higiene racial, enfermedad mental
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O n August 20, 1997, Dagens Ny-
heter, one of Swedens largest
newspapers, published an ar-
ticle about the country’s little-known
sterilization practices involving the
mentally and physically disabled, draw-
ing harsh comparisons to the horrors
of Nazi Germany.' The article sparked
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a national debate, with some claiming
that the welfare state promoted steriliza-
tion laws, while others argued that so-
cial policies had eliminated them. When
Maciej Zaremba wrote his article, most
Swedes had never heard of the forced
sterilizations that were performed with-
in their borders, and little scholarly re-
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search had been conducted at the time.
International news outlets picked up on
the national debate and echoed Zarem-
ba’s comparisons to Nazi Germany. In
1997, The Economist stated, “The Nazis
were not alone in viewing Nordic peo-
ples as the ideal biological ‘type. A lot of
Nordics, it now seems, immodestly felt
the same way.” The Independent claimed
“The Swedish government could face
thousands of legal claims for compensa-
tion because of a Nazi-style campaign of
forced sterilization of women that his-
torians say has been hushed for years.
These statements promoted Nazi im-
agery in the public’s mind, but it also
captivated the interest of scholars who
produced new research on the matter,
providing valuable insight into how
the eugenics movement had developed
within Sweden.

At the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, eugenics movements emerged in
Europe and the United States, as the
concept of selective breeding in hu-
mans garnered public support. Between
1935 and 1975, 62,888 sterilizations
were performed in Sweden, based on a
law passed in 1934 and a modified ver-
sion that passed in 1941. Both versions
of the law permitted officials to sterilize
individuals without consent in certain
situations. Under the Sterilization Act
of 1934, officials could sterilize those
who did not have the mental capacity to
understand the meaning of sterilization
and its consequences. The 1941 version
promoted consensual sterilization, but
officials still had the means to perform
forced sterilizations, without physical
violence or restraint.* These laws most-
ly targeted women who had mental
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disabilities or hereditary diseases, and
they have left a black stain on Sweden’s
past. Today, Sweden is renowned for its
policies protecting and supporting hu-
man rights, so how could these types of
laws develop in a country like Sweden?
Social Darwinism was a prominent be-
lief within the academic community
and factors such as mass emigration to
the United States worried scholars that
a decline of the Swedish people might
occur. Eugenicists relied on the support
of political parties and the social elite to
promote and incorporate their ideolo-
gies into social policy.

Race-based science flourished in
academic circles across Europe at the
beginning of the twentieth century, and
eugenicists sought to define what made
one race superior over another, while
trying to improve gene pools. Herman
Lundborg (1868-1943), a Swedish eu-
genicist, argued that racial purity en-
sured that specific traits continued
to appear in subsequent generations,
while new variations in the population
derived from the mixing of races. If
strong, racially pure individuals procre-
ated within their own population, then
they would continue the superior line,
ensuring the development of the na-
tion-state. On the other hand, he argued
that populations of mixed races made
society sluggish and weak, eventual-
ly leading to the death of the nation.®
Moreover, eugenicists acknowledged
that undesirable traits such as mental
illness existed in their own native pop-
ulations and they sought to eliminate
these characteristics through social pol-
icies. Before Swedish eugenicists could
pursue any form of social policy, they
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had to define the characteristics that
made individuals superior or inferior.

Swedish eugenicists defined the
perfect Swede in terms of physical and
national characteristics. They argued
that the Swedish race originated from
ancient Germanic peoples, and their
blood connection ensured they inher-
ited numerous positive characteristics.
Lundborg described the racially pure
Swede as “tall and strong. The head and
face were relatively long, the complex-
ion fair and ruddy, the hair fair, and
the nose most often short and straight
... light eyes”® Moreover, the Swedish
national character portrayed Swedes
as heroic, courageous, hardworking,
compassionate, and hospitable, espe-
cially toward strangers. Scholars ac-
knowledged that Swedes derived from
different socioeconomic backgrounds,
but diligent Swedes ensured they kept
themselves well dressed and clean no
matter their station. Most importantly,
Swedes sought to further their educa-
tion through continuous reading and
used their knowledge to pursue noble
endeavors. Swedes were not lazy, but
hardworking, independent workers
who ensured success in whatever ven-
tures they set their minds to.” Even
though scholars had different ideas of
the perfect Swede, they used these gen-
eral ideas to draw comparisons between
other racial groups, defining inferior
and superior characteristics within the
population.

Historically, the terms “Swede”
and “Swedish” described the native
population of Sweden, but excluded
minority groups such as the Sami, pre-
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viously known as the Lapps or Lap-
landers, and Finns that lived within the
same territory. For thousands of years,
the Sami, an indigenous population,
lived in the northern parts of Norway,
Sweden, and Finland, and their culture
centered around reindeer herding. Al-
though they were an indigenous pop-
ulation of the same state, Swedes re-
garded them as a backwards minority
that produced weakened offspring with
undesirable traits. Officials wanted to
keep Sami and Swedes separate and so
the Sami had their own education and
judicial systems. Moreover, the Swedish
government forbade the Sami from set-
tling outside certain jurisdictions and
they had to remain reindeer herders as
they were barred from all other occu-
pations. To promote racially pure chil-
dren, Swedes and Sami could not inter-
marry.® Lundborg described the Sami
as short, dark-skinned, and unable to
grow proper beards. He also noted that
the Sami lived in independent com-
munities throughout northern Scandi-
navia, with a meager population that
never united to form a great nation.’ If
the Sami reproduced with racially pure
Swedes, then their offspring would in-
herit undesirable characteristics, weak-
ening the superior traits of the Swedish
parent.

For hundreds of years, Finland
and Sweden shared a common mon-
arch and government, but Finns and
Swedes remained two distinct groups,
with Swedes considering the Finns to
be inferior. Lundborg described the
Finns as “short in stature, thick set and
strongly built. He is fair and, as a rule,
has light eyes, his hair is straight and
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coarse, his complexion is fair and of-
ten of a somewhat dirty grey color ....
The nose is very clumsy with a concave
bridge”'® Moreover, scholars claimed
that Swedes had the ability to take on
leadership roles and to take on subor-
dinate positions without any issues.
However, Finnish blood made mixed
Swedes defiant and undisciplined.!
Finland and Sweden’s long history to-
gether ensured that their native popu-
lations intermarried, and many of these
marriages occurred in the lower socio-
economic class. Eugenicists often at-
tacked the lower class for their laziness
and other undesirable traits, blaming
intermarriages for producing weakened
offspring. The Finns and Sami made up
most minorities living in Sweden, but
Lundborg also briefly mentioned sever-
al other “alien races” that lived among
the Swedes, including Jews and Roma-
ni.'> Lundborg’s prejudices against the
Sami, Finns, Jews, and Romani were
compatible with a variety of political
viewpoints and scientific fields. Most
proponents of eugenics were academ-
ics, with the main aim of protecting the
biology of the Swedish population from
outside genetic threats. On the other
hand, Social Democrat officials argued
that eugenic policies made it affordable
for the welfare state to ensure lifelong
security for its citizens."

Moreover, scholars acknowl-
edged that the native Swedish popu-
lation had abnormal individuals that
could pass on inferior characteristics
to future generations. Swedish eugen-
icists condemned alcoholics and those
infected with venereal diseases, de-
scribing them as “racial poisons.” Al-
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coholics were not productive members
of society, while sufferers of venereal
diseases supposedly had numerous
other hereditary diseases. Hereditary
and venereal diseases were claimed to
cause sterility, miscarriage, and inferior
offspring. Along with mental illness, all
these elements weakened the Swedish
race. Eugenicists sought to improve the
superior Swedish race through eugenic
social policies that helped prevent infe-
rior individuals from procreating with
those deemed superior, while elimi-
nating inferior characteristics, such as
mental illness.

On November 24, 1859, Charles
Darwin published his groundbreaking
work On the Origin of Species, which in-
troduced the concept of evolution. He
argued that through natural selection,
organisms that are better adapted to
their environment tend to survive and
produce more offspring. Subsequent
generations remain well adapted and
strong because the best stock of the spe-
cies presumably reproduces. In 1871,
Darwin published The Descent of Man
and Selection in Relation to Sex, which
applied evolutionary theory to humans,
including its impact on society. Darwin
argued that people developed the ca-
pacity for sympathy, especially towards
the hardships of others, and a moral ob-
ligation to help those who need it, even
though it may be detrimental to the
helper. He wrote:

The aid which we feel impelled to
give to the helpless is mainly an
incidental result of the instinct
of sympathy, which was original-
ly acquired as part of the social
instincts .... Nor could we check
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our sympathy, even at the urging
of hard reason, without deterio-
ration in the noblest part of our
nature. The surgeon may hard-
en himself whilst performing an
operation, for he knows that he
is acting for the good of his pa-
tient; but if we were intentionally
to neglect the weak and helpless,
it could only be for a contingent
benefit, with an overwhelming
present evil. We must therefore
bear the undoubtedly bad effects
of the weak surviving and propa-
gating their kind."*

Basically, it was a moral obligation to
help those who needed it, even if it was
a person of “poor quality;” and helping
him or her risked the possibility of him
or her reproducing, lowering the quali-
ty of the next generation. Adding to the
problem, the weaker and unhealthier
individuals were left at home to repro-
duce, while the government conscript-
ed or enlisted the most able-bodied
men for their standing militaries, low-
ering the stock of the population. He
believed that it was vital for any society
to have a group of wealthy, highly edu-
cated men that had the time to dedicate
to business, philosophical, or scientific
endeavors because progress occurred
through their efforts.”” Darwins argu-
ment essentially separated people into
“poor” and “good” breeding stock. He
emphasized the importance of limiting
the “poor” breeding stock from marry-
ing and reproducing, while encourag-
ing the “good” stock.

Thomas Malthus (1766-1834),
an English cleric and economist, pub-

lished his Essay on the Principles of Pop-
ulation in 1798 and travelled to Scandi-
navia in the summer of 1799 to gather
material for a revised edition. He be-
lieved there was a relationship between
the available land and resources and the
size of a population. If the population
size were to exceed the amount of land
and resources available, then poverty
and misery would result. On his jour-
neys through Scandinavia, he conclud-
ed that Norwegians enjoyed a better
standard of living than the Swedes be-
cause their smaller population lowered
the pressure on the land. He credited
this to Norwegians marrying later than
Swedes, which delayed children.'s Pop-
ulations could build strong, thriving
societies if their size remained equal to
the available land. He regarded those
who could procure foods and other ne-
cessities the strongest of society, since
they would survive the struggle against
other people. In other words, the im-
poverished low class was weak, while
the rich upper class was superior. These
ideas were highly influential in aca-
demic circles. Scholars from around the
world applied these ideas to their own
countries’ circumstances.

Darwins scientific theory of
evolution reached Sweden’s academ-
ic circles in the late nineteenth centu-
ry, and began to appear in the writings
of prominent Swedish scholars such
as Viktor Rydberg (1828-1895). Ryd-
berg was a famous Swedish writer and
member of the Swedish Academy, and
was highly active academically and po-
litically. He worried about the future
quality of the Swedish people, believing
it was in steep decline, which he ex-
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https://digitaltmuseum.se/021015
978474/herman-lundborg

Herman Lundborg, 1920,
photographed by Calla Sundbeck,
Grenna Museum

https://sok.riksarkivet.se/sbl/mobil/
Artikel/6269

Viktor Rydberg, 1876, Riksarkivet

Viktor Ryonero
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https://www.si.edu/object/charles-benedict-
davenport—1866- 1944:siris_arc_296652

Charles Benedict Davenport, 1866-1944,
Smithsonian Institution Archives

Fisher girl from Skane, Nordic
Type, photographed by Alfred
Nilson, from Herman Lundborg’s
Svenska Folktyper, 1919.
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pressed in 1895 in his essay “The Future
of the White Race” In this essay, Ryd-
berg compares Europeans to Asians, ex-
pressing his fears of the decline of Euro-
pean populations while the supposedly
inferior Asians were on the rise. One of
his major worries stemmed from mass
emigration to the United States. He
wrote,

In addition, European emigra-
tion also contributes to America
and Australia. For what the white
race loses in Europe, it gains in
the colonies on the other side
... And yet here in this coun-
try (Sweden) we don't suffer
from overpopulation, but from
underpopulation.'”

Population loss contributed to the wor-
ry of scholars who embraced social
Darwinism, especially since it meant
that there were fewer healthy able-bod-
ied men and women to create the next
generation. Sweden underwent sever-
al major blows to their population in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.

Between 1850 and 1930, an es-
timated 1.3 million Swedes emigrated
to the United States, with most settling
in Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota.
Many of these Swedes sought to escape
the hardships that plagued their home-
land for golden opportunities promised
across the Atlantic. For instance, be-
tween 1866 and 1868, Sweden’s weath-
er turned extremely cold, causing lakes
and rivers to remain frozen until June; in
the spring, crops could not be planted.
Temperatures remained cold through-
out the summer and autumn months,
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ensuring crop failures and severe food
shortages throughout the country. High
inflation left many people unable to af-
ford food. The Swedish Famine killed
270,000 people, or about 15 percent of
the Swedish population.”® Many fam-
ilies received letters from family and
friends in the United States boasting
about the goodness of the new land,
where “golden opportunities held out
to rich and poor alike.”*” Curious about
these wonderful claims, families sent
their young men to visit and decide if
they were true. If they decided that the
United States promised a better future,
then whole families would emigrate.
For a small country like Sweden, these
losses in population were significant.
Moreover, US public health officials
scrutinized immigrants at entry ports
for infectious diseases, such as tubercu-
losis, mental impairments, and epilepsy.
Officials deported those deemed unfit
or too sick, forcing these individuals to
return home. Scholars such as Rydberg
worried that the loss of so many young
healthy men and women to emigration,
starvation, and disease would lower the
quality of the Swedish population.

On the opposite side of the spec-
trum, scholars worried that massive im-
migration would flood the country with
inferior races that would populate the
country, mixing their inferior elements
into the general population. Professor
Johan Hultkrantz (1862-1938) claimed,

Immigration to Sweden implies
not so seldom a danger for the
future of the Swedish race and
above all because especially dur-
ing the latest years an invasion
has been taking place from the
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East, where the human materi-
al, in respect to the mental and
physical qualities of the race, can
hardly match itself against the
ancient Swedish population.

Even though Sweden remained neutral
during the First World War, the influx
of asylum seekers stirred fear in eugen-
icists. They worried that immigrants
would reduce the quality of the Swedish
character through inbreeding. The war
helped to fuel the flames to push for eu-
genics-based legislation that stemmed
the flow of undesirable groups of people
into the country.

Officially, Sweden’s last war end-
ed August 14, 1814 with the signing
of the Convention of Moss, a peace
agreement between Norway and Swe-
den. Under the agreement, Norway and
Sweden entered a union where they
shared a common monarch but had
separate parliaments and institutions.
In 1905, the union dissolved peacefully,
as Norway declared its independence.
Some Swedes wanted to take up arms
and force Norway back into the Union,
especially since they felt that Sweden as
a country lacked any form of strength
or power. Ever since 1814, the Swedish
government has opted for the peaceful
route or neutrality. Gustaf Sundbirg
(1857-1914), a Swedish statistician,
was outraged with the “Swedish nation-
al character,” believing it to be too timid
and low in self-esteem.?! These factors
played into the idea that the Swedish
society was in decline, and some schol-
ars, such as eugenicists, and officials be-
lieved that something had to be done to
improve its outlook.
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In the 1860s, an Austrian schol-
ar named Gregor Mendel (1822-1884)
introduced the scientific theory of in-
heritance, which proposed that people
inherit a single gene from each of their
parents to create a pairing of two genes.
Genes express themselves through a
variety of characteristics, such as eye
and hair color. On December 10, 1910,
the Mendelian Society was founded in
Lund, Sweden, with the primary pur-
pose of stimulating hereditary research.
One of its members was Herman Nils-
son-Ehle (1873-1949), Sweden’s first
professor of genetics.”> Nilsson-Ehle
was well known for his genetic research
in plants, discovering how to breed a
form of wheat resistant to the winter
cold. Research showed that specific
breeding could strengthen and alter the
targeted genes. Although Nilsson-Ehle
worked primarily with plants, he was
an advocate of eugenics, believing that
his research could be applied to human
beings.”” Other members of the Mende-
lian Society were zoologists, botanists,
biologists, and medical students, and
they frequently discussed eugenics. The
idea of eugenics spread throughout the
academic community, with advocates
from a variety of scientific fields.

The Swedish Society for Racial
Hygiene, established in 1909, advo-
cated Mendelian-based research, es-
pecially if it promoted eugenic social
reform. The society’s main goal was to
influence social policy and public opin-
ion by spreading information about eu-
genics and supporting genetic research.
Like the Mendelian Society, it had a
diverse group of scholars, with each
member having his own interpretation
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of eugenics and political affiliation. Its
members understood that biology and
social reforms were above their polit-
ical and scientific differences, so they
sought to work together to push for eu-
genic social policies. Several members,
such as Johan Hultkrantz, had strong
left-leaning tendencies, while others,
such as Herman Lundborg and Her-
man Nilsson-Ehle, were rightwing con-
servatives. Members selected Lundborg
as the institute’s director, which is why
the society promoted rightwing eugen-
ic policies.** Despite their political and
scientific differences, members were
deeply committed to the cause of eu-
genics-based social reforms. Moreover,
the various academic circles worked
together toward their common goal to
form a type of eugenics network.

Swedish academics wanted the
establishment of genetics to formally
recognize eugenics as a legitimate aca-
demic disciple, and they accomplished
this by establishing a position and in-
stitute for inheritance research for Nils-
son-Ehle. Moreover, they strengthened
the academic credentials of genetics by
founding the scientific journal Heredi-
tas. Societies invited scholars to lecture
on racial hygiene and eugenics policies,
spreading information on eugenics
throughout the academic communi-
ty.” Besides the academic communi-
ty, scholars had to educate the public
of the benefits of eugenics, and they
realized this was a delicate task. Pub-
lic opinion would have an impact on
any potential social reform, so it had
to sway the voting population toward
pro-eugenics.
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Scholars raised public aware-
ness through exhibitions and the pub-
lications of books and pamphlets on
eugenics. In 1919, the Swedish Society
for Racial Hygiene hosted an exhibition
held in major cities such as Stockholm,
Visby, and Gothenburg, featuring pho-
tographs of people labeled as high- or
low-quality. Lundborg published pam-
phlets that provided an overview of the
exhibit. He reported that more than
40,000 people attended the exhibit and
that it successfully influenced many of
its visitors from various associations to
support eugenics-based research and
reforms. Moreover, he claimed that
remote municipalities would conduct
their own research on local biological
features to further the field’s under-
standing of Swedish physical charac-
teristics.”* Lundborg published books
containing essays about different as-
pects of genetics and eugenics writ-
ten by well-respected scholars, such as
Nilsson-Ehle. In “The Struggle for Race
Improvement in Sweden,” Johan Hult-
krantz and Emanuel Bergman argued
that it was useless to improve the social
environment in order to protect the
race from deterioration. They favored
social reform that enabled the favorable
selection of parents who could trans-
mit their superior genes to the next
generation. Hultkrantz and Bergman
wrote, “Thus it is of importance to seek
to hinder, as far as possible, the repro-
duction of inferior individuals, and to
increase the nativity among the better
stock instead, as well as prevent immi-
gration of inferior, and emigration of
the fittest individuals”?” The promo-
tion of eugenics involved a wide range
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of topics, including marriage and im-
migration; forced sterilizations were a
minor subsection of the larger picture.
Eugenicists wanted the fittest people to
have more children, but they realized
that large families placed an enormous
financial burden on the breadwinner.
It was argued that state policy should
help lighten the financial burden of
large families by helping them secure a
home, supplementing wages, and pro-
viding a reduction in rates and taxes.
They believed that placing these types
of families in a stronger financial posi-
tion would help them prosper. With the
promise of financial and housing secu-
rity, it was hoped that family of good
stock would continue to grow their
families.”® Through their promotional
efforts, more scholars, government of-
ficials, and the public started to accept
some of the ideas arising from eugenics.

News articles from 1997 focused
on the idea that the Swedish eugenics
movement was about forced steriliza-
tions and the laws that permitted them,
but this is a misconception within the
general international community. Ster-
ilization of the mentally disabled and
others deemed unfit for reproduction
was a topic of interest to the eugenics
movement, but supporters of eugenics
sought social reforms in a variety of ar-
eas, including marriage and childcare
laws. In 1919, the Swedish Parliament
provided a minor grant to the Uni-
versity of Uppsala to establish a small
race-biological institution, but a group
of physicians and economists wanted
to create an entire school dedicated to
research on race biology and eugen-
ics. At first, Parliament disagreed with
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these sentiments, but in 1921, they
agreed to a fully state-funded institu-
tion. In the following year, the Swedish
State Institute for Race Biology was es-
tablished, with Lundborg as its first di-
rector.”” Its primary aim was to conduct
research on topics related to eugenics
and human genetics. Policymakers
formally recognized eugenics as a le-
gitimate field of science through the
establishment of the institution, and
they sought advice from eugenicists on
relevant policies and social reforms. In
1910, Charles Davenport (1866-1944),
an American biologist, established the
Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory’s Eu-
genic Record Office, which carried
out surveys on hereditary conditions.
Harry McLaughlin (1880-1943), an
American sociologist, was its director
and spoke in favor of implementing
sterilization laws and restricting im-
migration of undesirable populations
to Congress.” American politicians
listened to the arguments of specialists
on eugenic policies from these pro-
grams, but their connection to the state
was limited. In Sweden, the Institute
was the first fully state-funded school
in the world dedicated to racial policy,
so there was deep connection with the
school and government officials.

Social policy that was based
on eugenics had the basic principle of
strengthening the Swedish race while
weeding out elements that weakened
it. Like their counterparts in the United
States and Germany, Swedish academ-
ics promoted both “negative” and “pos-
itive” measures to achieve these ends.
Positive measures increased reproduc-
tion among the fit elements of the pop-
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ulation, while negative measures sought
to prevent the procreation of those who
were unfit.”’ An old marriage law from
1734 prevented anyone with epilepsy
or any mental impairment or venereal
disease from marrying, and developing
a disease after marriage was enough
reason to annul the marriage. In the
early twentieth century, the Swedish
Parliament wanted to revise the old law
and sought the advice of the Institute.
Doctors recommended that those with
epilepsy or mental illnesses not caused
by external factors or venereal diseases
should not be allowed to marry. How-
ever, those with epilepsy or mental ill-
ness could receive a health certificate
from a physician, proving they were fit
for marriage. Doctors wanted to add re-
strictions on those suffering from lep-
rosy, advanced tuberculosis, alcohol-
ism, or physical impairments, but they
felt it was pushing too much, too soon.
After considering the advice from the
Institute, Parliament revised the mar-
riage law, stating that the both parties
had to sign an agreement that they did
not suffer from any of the mentioned
ailments. If in the last three years they
had suffered from them, then they had
to have a doctor’s certificate declaring
there were no current signs of illness.*
Although Parliament did not follow the
Institution’s recommendation down to
the letter, this example shows how the
government took eugenics into con-
sideration in their final decision on
the marriage law. They actively sought
advice from eugenics experts and in-
corporated their ideology into law.
Marriage often led to the creation of
families, theoretically reducing the risk
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of “unfit” people from reproducing.
Hultkrantz and Bergman admitted that
marriage laws helped to hinder unde-
sirable people from reproducing, but it
was not foolproof. Further laws involv-
ing sterilization and segregation were
vital components of increasing racial
hygiene.

Eugenicists argued that Sweden’s
prison and asylum laws were not harsh
enough and advocated that sentences
for criminals and the severely mentally
impaired should be lengthened. Those
who committed sexual offenses should
remain locked up in institutions. Sep-
arating these “worthless individuals”
from the general population would
lower the risk of them procreating and
passing down their undesirable traits
to the next generation.”® Hultkrantz
and Bergman briefly write about steril-
ization in their essay “The Struggle for
Race Improvement in Sweden” They
wrote,

The Medical Faculty touched on
this question also but consid-
ered that regulations respecting
the sterilization of physical and
mental degenerates by means of
operating, ought not to be intro-
duced before public opinion has
been well-prepared to support
it. The question has been dis-
cussed among doctors and one
or another of these have, with
the consent of the patient, some-
times performed an operation
for sterilization on account of
eugenic indications. Sterilization
is a necessary complement to
prohibition of marriage, and it
is therefore to be hoped that the
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general public will be brought
gradually, by means of continued
efforts for their enlightenment
to a right understanding of this
weighty question.*

Scholars had firmly established eugen-
ics and race biology as a legitimate field
of science, especially with the Institute
and politicians seeking the advice of its
doctors on social policy. By the 1930s,
there was a grand shift in Swedish soci-
ety, where individual rights were side-
lined for an efficient, productive welfare
state that cared for the majority. Swed-
ish politicians started to seek out wel-
fare policies that benefited the state.

During the interwar period,
Sweden entered into the modern era
through rapid industrialization, induc-
ing people to move from rural to urban
areas. Urbanization created numerous
social problems such as poor housing
conditions and healthcare.” Hultkrantz
states, “Above all the circumstances
that people dwell so closely packed to-
gether, the greater extent of inebriety
and sexual diseases, and, as a rule, the
more unhygienic work in the towns
act unfavorably on their inhabitants. A
danger that is underrated is the strong
mixture of blood which usually occurs
in industrial centers which flourish rap-
idly*¢ Officials noted these poor condi-
tions and wanted to use active welfare
and population policies to improve the
general populations living conditions.
Sociopolitical and economic perspec-
tives started to influence social policy,
as politicians wanted to encourage pro-
ductivity in the welfare state. In 1922,
the Swedish Parliament argued that in-
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stitutional care for the mentally handi-
capped placed a heavy economic strain
on society. Moreover, they argued about
the eugenic issue of them procreating,
especially since they were deemed unfit
to raise children. Children from unfit
families had to be taken away and raised
in proper homes to hopefully turn them
into productive citizens. Under the
proposed bill, the mentally impaired,
epileptics, and sex offenders would be
sterilized voluntarily; members of the
Social Democrat, Liberal, and Agrari-
an parties supported the proposition.*”
Despite agreeing with the arguments
and claiming it was of national inter-
est to keep the race healthy, Parliament
set up the Commission on Sterilization
in 1927 to investigate the issue fur-
ther, without putting the bill to a vote.
Scholars continued to push the inter-
est of eugenics through the publication
of books, pamphlets, and lectures, but
nothing further happened with respect
to the sterilization question until the
following decade.

In 1933, Parliament revisited the
sterilization question, but decided to
abandon the idea of voluntary steriliza-
tion. They turned their attention to the
forced sterilization of individuals who
were legally incompetent, or those un-
able to make a legal decision on their
own. It was also suggested that minors
could be sterilized regardless of their
parents’ wishes, since the needs of so-
ciety were considered more important.
Officials emphasized that physical vio-
lence and restraint were illegal, and it
was best to prepare the mentally ill for
the operation through private discus-
sions with their doctor. Doctors were
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encouraged to persuade patients to ac-
cept sterilization and freely undergo the
operation.®® Under these conditions,
Parliament passed the first Sterilization
Act in 1934, which went into effect on
January 1, 1935. When the Sterilization
Act of 1941 was discussed by the Swed-
ish Parliament, the Minister of Justice
Karl Gustaf Westman claimed, “an im-
portant step in the direction of a puri-
fication of the Swedish stock, freeing it
from the transmission of genetic ma-
terial which would produce, in future
generations, such as individuals as are
undesirable among a sound a healthy
people”™ Despite politicians viewing
sterilization from an economic stand-
point, race rhetoric continued in the
discussions. The revised bill was passed.

Sweden’s sterilization program
continued into the 1970s, but steril-
ization on eugenic grounds slowly de-
creased in the 1950s. One of the pri-
mary reasons for the shift in attitudes
toward eugenics was due to the shift
from the state to the individual. Social
policies started to focus on the specific
needs of the individual, such as their
housing and family situations. Steriliza-
tion policies reflected the needs and de-
sires of the state, completely neglecting
the rights of the individual. When the
public started to care about the rights
of the individual, forced sterilization
practices fell out of favor. Sterilization
was a personal matter and choice and
not to be used as a tool of the state for
population policy.** Moreover, rapid
economic growth in Sweden raised the
standard of living for almost everyone,
granting individuals greater autonomy
and freedom. Finally, the general level
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of education improved, permitting the
average person to speak out in debates
and discussions, so their opinions and
experiences were heard. Average cit-
izens took part in political discourse,
rather than only politicians and aca-
demics.* These social shifts reinforced
the rights of the individual above the
wellbeing of the state.

After Charles Darwin published
his famous works on natural selection
and its application to human beings,
the eugenics movement started to take
root, as more and more scholars wor-
ried about racial hygiene. Academics
with different scientific and political
backgrounds worked together towards
the common goal of eugenics reform by
educating the public on the benefits of
population policies. Through their con-
tinuous promotional efforts, eugenics
became an established and legitimate
science in the field of genetics. Govern-
ment officials accepted and supported
racial doctrine, fully funding the first
race biological institution in the world.
They based their ideas on the core prin-
ciple that fit persons should be encour-
aged to procreate, while lowering the
risk of the unfit reproducing through
policies such as sterilization and segre-
gation. Parliament regularly sought the
advice of its doctors on social policies,
implementing some of their recom-
mendations into law.

By the 1930s, the needs of the
welfare state took precedence over indi-
vidual rights, as Sweden sought to im-
prove social conditions, such as housing
and healthcare, through policies that
benefited society, regardless of their im-
pact on specific individuals. Thousands
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of forced sterilizations were carried out
on the mentally ill for eugenic reasons,
but these numbers started to decline as
public sentiments reversed. Individual
rights became more important than the
wellbeing of the state. Eugenics-based
policies impacted a variety of social
policies, including marriage, childcare,
and immigration, and this could not
have occurred without the tireless ef-
forts of scholars campaigning to teach
the public about its supposed benefits.
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